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They found us.
The infected.
And it made perfect sense, didn’t it?
The gunshot had given away the location of our campsite, our little hideaway a half mile or so off Highway 528. But how did they find us so fast? I heard them trudging through the brush, twigs snapping beneath their feet, not thirty seconds after Diego had put my gun to his head and invited death. So they must have known where we were all along. They must have been snooping around in the dark woods like predators, watching us, waiting for the perfect time to make us their meal.
And that time was now.
I clicked the flashlight back on and shined it down at the ground, trying hard not to let the beam fall upon Diego’s destroyed head. Where the fuck is she—she who had aided in his suicide, as I had? My Sally.
I swept the flashlight back and forth along Diego’s body, searching, trembling, knowing I needed to hurry or I’d have to leave her behind for good. 
Finally, I noticed the barrel end of the gun sticking out from under Diego’s forearm. I bent down and slid her out, felt the wet of Diego’s blood as I wrapped my hand around the grip. Oh well, no time to be grossed out—not by a little blood, even if it belonged to a dead man. I had experienced much worse than that already. No time to look out for snakes either, as I hurried back to the campsite. We had bigger problems, and at any moment, they’d be upon us.
“Wake up!” I yelled, shaking each of the three tents. “Everyone, wake up now!”
They came out of the tents like ants scattering from an anthill, like incredibly slow and lazy ants.
Bowser was first to pop out. “What’s up?” he asked, looking down at the gun in my hand. “Who’d you shoot?”
“Nobody,” I said. “We have to go. They found us.”
Robinson came up beside Bowser looking groggy. “Where’s Diego?”
“I don’t know.” I didn’t even consider telling them the truth. The lie came out with no resistance. “We have to hurry. They’re coming.”
But I was wrong. They weren’t coming.
They were already there.
Two of them to start, a man and a woman, stepping out of the darkness and into the soft orange light still flickering from our dying fire.
Jax started barking at them, but when the two infected made a move toward him, he quickly scrambled backward, afraid for his life, and stopped next to Robinson.
“Jimmy, are you gonna shoot them or what?” the former officer said. 
Oh yeah, I was the only one currently holding a gun. I raised it and started squeezing off shots. 
Peaches, Aamod, and Naima had all now emerged from their tents and were trying to figure out what was going on. Ted, however, knew exactly what was going on. He came out with two black tactical rifles, one in each hand, and tossed one of them to Robinson.
The first two infected were now down for the count, but five more were right behind them. I shot at them until the gun was empty. Good thing Robinson was now up and gunning, popping off shots in rapid succession.
I reached into my front pants pocket to retrieve my spare magazine, and that’s when it hit me. Something. From behind. Hard. On the back of my head. I fell forward, dropped both the gun and the magazine. 
I rolled over, feeling dizzy. I tried to get up but I couldn’t move. 
Someone was yelling, “Back to the highway!” 
Then two large men filled my field of vision. They put their cold hands around my throat and began to squeeze, the same as they had done to Luna. Suffocating me. I tried to peel their hands away, with no luck. Each of them probably had more strength in one of their hands than I had in two. 
In seconds, I couldn’t breathe.
Around me, chaos had erupted. I no longer heard any gunshots, but I did hear screaming. It was clear we’d quickly become outnumbered. 
Then my eyes began to roll back and my vision got blurry. I couldn’t pull in one ounce of air, and I knew the two men choking me wouldn’t stop until they were sure I would never be able to again.
I made one final attempt to peel their fingers off my throat, and then I let my arms fall back down at my sides.
This was it. This was how it would end. With me looking up at the stone faces of two strangers who for whatever reason were committed to taking my life, no matter if it cost them their own.
And they were taking it—my life—little by little, with each second that passed.
Fine. Good. If these were the type of people I’d have to share the world with, maybe I’d be better off dead.
My whole body felt numb.
I began fading out of consciousness. 
Any moment, I would leave this place. The black train that would take me to my final destination had already arrived, and it was ready to go.
Next stop: unknown.
 





 
I didn’t open my eyes. They seemed to come open on their own.
And I suddenly realized I could breathe again.
I heaved for air, coughed, heaved, coughed. The two men were no longer on top of me. They were distracted by Peaches, who had come up and somehow drawn their attention away. She had saved my life, and not a moment too soon. A second later she was on her back, screaming like a girl, trying to fight both of them off, just as I had. 
Now it was my turn to do something heroic. 
I had to save her.
I sat up, glanced around the grass and saw Sally within reach. Where the spare magazine had gone, however, I had no clue. I picked up the gun and then slowly stood up as quiet as possible so the two men wouldn’t notice me. So they’d continue to think I was dead. 
I circled the campsite with my eyes, didn’t want anyone sneaking up behind me again. There was no one else around that I could see except Peaches and I, and of course, the two infected men attacking her, clasping their hands around her neck. Everyone else from the group was gone. Robinson. Ted. Bowser. Even the dog. Gone. I remember hearing someone yell to head back to the highway.
For one crazy moment, I considered going at the two men with the empty gun—smack them around with it until their faces were swollen the color of Barney the fucking dinosaur—like you see in the movies. One. Crazy. Moment.
Then I woke up and rejoined reality. I was a skinny book nerd with glasses and a Harry Potter T-shirt on, not Ray Liotta.
On the ground nearby, I found the spare magazine. I loaded it into the gun, racked the slide, and then fired a shot into the air. That should get their attention. No way I was gonna take a shot at either of them and chance Peaches being hit unless I had no other choice.
Luckily, the warning shot worked as planned.
The two infected men stopped choking Peaches and looked over at me. Neither of them looked surprised to see me alive. Much like Kristen Stewart, the infected were only capable of one expression. 
They jumped up and lunged at me one behind the other, and I placed a couple of rounds in each of their chests—like a boss. Even as they curled up on the ground, dying, their expressions never changed. If they felt pain, they didn’t show it. Perhaps their brains simply didn’t know how to properly interpret pain anymore.
Whatever.
I had returned the favor. That was all that mattered. I had saved Peaches, who was squirming around on her back, hurt, gasping for air, but alive.
I knelt down next to her and offered a hand. She used it to help sit up.
“Thank you.”
“Are you okay?”
She rubbed at her neck. Even under the dim glow of the fire, I could tell it was red and scratched up. My neck probably looked the same, but it was mostly the back of my head that hurt.
Then Olivia started crying.
“Oh my God,” Peaches said, hurrying up and into the tent where Olivia lay wrapped up in the corner.
“I didn’t even realize she was still here,” I said, poking my head into the tent.
“Shhh. It’s okay. You’re okay,” Peaches whispered to Olivia as she rocked her back and forth.
Then gunshots echoed from somewhere in the distance.
“We need to go. We need to catch up with the others.”
“Should we take anything?”
I glanced around camp. Most of the stuff we’d brought out was still there. The tents. Sleeping bags. Water. MRE’s. The one exception being the weapons, of course. Ted would never leave them behind.
“Just Olivia’s bag. The rest of this stuff is expendable. Come on, we gotta hurry.”
We headed off into the woods in the direction of the highway. Peaches held Olivia with both hands, baby bag slung over her shoulder. I had a flashlight in my left hand and Sally in my right. 
Not long after we ventured from the campsite, I heard another rustling sound. “Stop,” I whispered, clicking off the flashlight. “Did you hear that?”
We both stood still and listened.
No sound but the night breeze sweeping through the tall trees.
“Hear what?” Peaches asked.
“I don’t know. It was probably just the wind. Let’s keep going.”
I clicked the flashlight back on and continued our trek to the highway. Within fifteen seconds, I heard the sound again.
“Tell me you heard it that time. Or am I going crazy?”
This time I didn’t click the flashlight off. Instead, I turned in a circle and arched the beam through the trees like a searchlight, up and down, slicing open the darkness.
“Sorry, I didn’t,” Peaches whispered. “What did it sound like?”
“Like an extra pair of footsteps,” I replied, still searching our position with the flashlight. “I think we’re being followed.”
“Don’t say that.”
“I wouldn’t say it unless I thought it was true. Just keep your eyes open. We should pick up the ... wait ... there.” I had the light pinned on a large tree. “I think I saw someone.”
Peaches scanned the area I’d highlighted with the flashlight. “I don’t see anyone.”
“That’s because they’re hiding behind that tree.”
She took a step back. “Jimmy, you’re scaring me. If this is a joke, it’s not funny.”
“No joke. I swear I saw someone slip behind that tree just as I turned the light.” I raised the gun, kept the flashlight fixed on the stocky tree trunk. “Get behind me and be ready. I’m gonna shoot the tree. Maybe it’ll force them out.”
Peaches moved behind me and covered Olivia’s ears.
I aimed at the tree, square in the center, and rested my finger on the trigger. Next thing I knew two eyes were staring back at me from around the tree.
I lowered the gun but kept the light on our follower. She had shoulder length blonde hair, a cute, round face, and was no more than four feet tall. A little girl.
Our follower was a little girl.
“Hello,” I called out softly. “Can you hear me?”
I knew she could, unless she was deaf. I just wanted to gauge her reaction. I couldn’t tell yet if she was infected, and after the incident with Diego and the young boy, I didn’t want to rush to judgment.
The little girl slipped back behind the tree again.
I sighed. “What should we do? I would say forget her … but what if she’s not infected?”
“Why would she be out here in the woods all by herself?”
“Same reason we are … to keep out of sight. Not that it worked out so well for us.”
The little girl once again peered around the tree.
“Hey there,” I said, kneeling down to show her I wasn’t a threat. “What’s your name?”
Apparently, the sound of my voice must scare young children. She immediately hid back behind the tree.
“I think she’s infected, Jimmy.”
I nodded. “You’re probably right. I wouldn’t worry about her, I doubt she’ll try anything. She seems more curious than dangerous. Let’s just hurry back to the highway.” 
I finally took the light off the tree, spun around, and turned the light on Peaches.
A man was standing behind her.
Hold on. Let me say that again.
A fucking man was standing behind her!
That blond-haired, cute, round-faced, innocent little infected girl had outsmarted us.
Delayed us.
Set us up.
All so big daddy could do the dirty work.  
Before I could even utter a dry croak from my throat, big daddy grabbed Peaches from behind and shoved her to the ground. Peaches yelped as she landed hard in the brush. He struck Peaches once in the side of the head with a hammer fist to shut her up. Olivia was buried somewhere underneath her, crying. 
Then he came for me, and I put a hole in his chest. Only one, as I suddenly heard footsteps fast approaching from behind me. The little girl, running our way, making her move.
So much for compassion. 
I spun around and shot into the dark, hoping I hit something.
I did, just not her.
Before I could pull the trigger again I was falling forward, balance be damned, and landed face first in the wet weeds. Big daddy had pushed me from behind. One bullet wasn’t enough to put him down.
I rolled over, felt the itch of bugs crawling on my arms and neck. In front of me, the little girl stood over Peaches, who was now rolling over herself, crying out in pain. She had unintentionally exposed Olivia to the infected girl. 
A few feet away, big daddy was down on one knee, working to stand up. From my back, I lifted the gun and shot him two more times in the shoulder and chest. This time he fell over.
I had to be mindful of how many shots I took. The magazine held fifteen rounds, and when it was empty, that would be it. I had no more spares on me. No extra gun hidden in my shoe.
Still, I raised Sally again, aimed her at the little girl. She slowly bent down and picked up Olivia with two hands.
By the throat.
“No,” Peaches cried out, reaching up for Olivia. But the little girl stepped back out of her reach.
But not out of mine.
I pulled the trigger and shot her in the left leg. She instantly collapsed, dropping Olivia next to Peaches.
Peaches quickly scooped the baby up and tried to calm her, as Olivia huffed for air between cries.
I got up from the ground and helped Peaches up. Then we stood over the little infected girl and watched as she dragged her body across the ground. The bullet had shattered her kneecap. She’d never use that leg again, no matter how hard she tried to stand back up on it—no matter if she felt any pain. The blood didn’t care. It was leaving, and eventually she’d die.
Eventually.
“Shoot her, Jimmy,” Peaches said.
“What?”
“We can’t save her. She’s infected. But we can’t leave her like this either. She’ll bleed to death. Put her out of her misery.”
“What makes you think she’s even in misery?”
“They may not feel pain like us, but maybe they do in another way.”
“Like how they communicate?”
“Yeah.”
“Maybe. It’s just … hard, ya know, cause she’s just a little girl.”
“She almost killed Olivia. She’s not a little girl anymore. She’s not human. Not like us, anyway.”
I nodded. “I know.”
I’d aim for the heart. I couldn’t bring myself to shoot her in the head, not after seeing what had happened to Diego. It was hard enough to build up the courage to shoot her at all—to put her out of her misery, as Peaches had said. But I thought of it more like giving her peace.
As I raised the gun, I remembered thinking a day or so ago that the best part of this new world was no more bullshit laws.
This was the worst part.
 





 
Ten minutes later, we made it back to the highway. We stayed at the edge of the woods and peered out at the clogged up lanes, the endless line of abandoned vehicles, where every so often, an infected person would stroll by, heading west toward Orlando, with their arms down at their sides like drones.  
“Where are they?” Peaches whispered. “I don’t see the cars.”
“Neither do I.”
“Do you think they left us?”
“I hope not. But I wouldn’t blame them if they did.”
“We took too long.”
“Yeah, we took way too long.”
“It wasn’t our fault. We almost died back there.”
“I know. But as far as they know, we did die. That’s why I wouldn’t blame them if they left. But I don’t think this is the right spot anyway.”
“What do you mean?”
“I think we got a little off course heading back. I remember there was a Mack truck in the right hand lane, next to where we left the cars.”
“There’s lots of big trucks out here. How do you know it’s not one of these?”
“This one didn’t have a trailer. It was just the truck. I think it was a dark blue color, but that might be hard to tell at night. Come on. Let’s go further west. It’s probably not far up.”
We skirted along the edge of the woods, careful and quiet. I kept a close eye on the infected walking the highway as well as looking out for any that may still be wandering amongst the trees. I didn’t need the flashlight anymore, so I shoved it into my pants pocket. No longer blocked by tall trees, the moon provided enough light to raise my comfort level a few notches.
A quarter mile down the highway I stopped, knelt down, pointed. “There. Isn’t that Ted’s Jeep?”
“I think so,” Peaches whispered. 
Beside the Jeep, a few clicks up, was the Mack truck I had remembered.
However.
“Where’s Robinson’s car?” Peaches asked.
Just what I was wondering. Robinson had left his squad car in the grass just off the highway, in front of Ted’s Jeep. It was no longer there.
I sighed. “Dammit.”
“Could they all fit in one car?”
Robinson. Ted. Bowser. Aamod. Naima. Jax.
“Would be a tight fit, but I suppose they could.”
“Or … what if…?”
I glanced over at Peaches. “What if what?”
“What if some of them didn’t make it back?”
I sighed again. “That’s a possibility too.” I looked back out at the highway, at the now empty spot in front of Ted’s Jeep. “How about we get a closer look?”
As we came into line with the Jeep, we stumbled upon the first of the bodies. A female. She had her head down in the wet grass, bullet holes in her back. A few feet away lay another female face down. I counted at least three more bodies leading up to Ted’s Jeep, all of which had numerous bullet holes in them. Despite the fact that I was reasonably sure the infected wouldn’t have used weapons, as they had shown no desire to in previous encounters, I turned each of the dead over just to be sure none of them were our friends.
“That’s a lot of bodies,” I said, kneeling down next to the Jeep. “Some were definitely Aamod’s work. So maybe they did make it out whole.”
“Not completely. They left us.”
I noticed something along the front of the Jeep. I leaned out to get a better look.
“What is it?” Peaches asked.
I leaned back, rested my head on the passenger door. “Someone is sitting up against the front bumper.”
“Someone? Who?”
I shrugged. “How should I know? I don’t recognize them. Doesn’t matter anyway. Whoever they are, they’re dead now.”
I checked Sally’s magazine, counted how many bullets I had left.
Four.
Not good. Not good at all.
I slipped the magazine back into the gun. Olivia woke up and fussed a little.
“Gotta keep her quiet,” I whispered. “Now is not the time.”
“I’m trying my best. What do you want me to do, reason with her? She’s a few days old.”
“Just … I don’t know … do the best you can.”
I didn’t have any useful advice. She was right, and I was frustrated. 
I glanced back over at the person sitting against the front bumper and, in a state of shock and awe, watched as the head moved up and looked around momentarily before resuming a resting state.
I tapped Peaches on the shoulder to get her attention, and then whispered in her ear. “They moved.”
She quickly pulled away from me. The icy look on her face could have scared off a hungry polar bear.
“But you said…”
I put my left index finger over my mouth, which meant shhh, not so loud darling. 
I whispered not-so-sweet nothings in her ear again. “I know what I said. I was wrong. They’re alive.”
This time she appropriately whispered back in my ear. “We need to get out of here.”
I nodded. “Peek around the corner and tell me if you see anyone.”
While she peeked, I kept my eyes on the sleeper four feet to the left of me, making sure he didn’t move again.
Peaches was about to whisper something to me, and then went back for a second peek, like she wanted to make sure her eyes weren’t playing tricks on her.
“There’s more,” she finally said.
“More?”
“More people in the road, between the cars.”
“How many?”
“Four that I can see.”
“Sleeping?”
She shrugged. “Or dead.”
Before I could wrap my brain around what any of that meant, Olivia started fussing again.
Fantastic.
Peaches rocked her, calmed her down, but this time the sound was enough to get the person at the front of the Jeep to do more than simply raise their head. They slowly turned and glanced around the corner at us. It was a man, I now saw, a salt and pepper-haired, goatee wearing, construction worker looking dude.  
I raised Sally, but that didn’t dissuade him, as he crawled around the Jeep and lunged at us. The bullet I sent twisting through his forehead, however, stopped him instantly—but not without a price.
Confucius say, loud noises bad.
Peaches peeked around the back end of the Jeep. “Jimmy, they’re waking up.”
“How many?”
“All four of them.”
Fantastic.
And I now had only three bullets left.
“Stay down and follow me.”
I crawled over the guy I’d just shot and looked around the front of the Jeep. Not seeing any infected, I scurried out, hunched over to keep a low profile, and stopped beside the Mack truck. Peaches followed, slower than I would have liked, but she also had a baby to tote around. As we sat against the side of the truck, two infected passed behind it going toward the Jeep. 
We continued around the front of the truck and nearly tripped over another infected man just waking up. He grabbed my left wrist and tried to pull me to the ground. I had Sally in my right hand, and almost did to him as I had done to the other sleeper. A head shot. An instakill. But then thought better of it. If we were gonna have any chance at escaping, we had to be as stealthy as possible. So I smacked him on the top of the head with the butt of the gun until I felt his grip on my arm loosen and his head go limp.
“Go back to sleep,” I said, like the budding action star I was, and then motioned for Peaches to follow me to the other side of the truck. We went, still hunched over, right into the path of two more infected.
Fantastic.
“Should we try to make a run for it?” Peaches asked.
No way.
Not even if she didn’t have Olivia on her arm. Not even with these fancy, multi-colored, New Balance running shoes on.
At best, four or five infected knew of our presence. If we started running, the number could grow to a dozen—to fifty—to a hundred. In no time, we’d be chased by an unstoppable horde, with nowhere to go. I certainly didn’t want to run back into the woods, and the nearest town was at least ten miles away. I couldn’t run that fast, or that far, and it would only take a few of them having better endurance than us to seal our fate. Everyone who has seen the movie Zombieland knows the first rule of surviving is cardio, and mine sucked.
So with that, I said goodbye to the three remaining bullets as they left Sally and made a home in the bellies of the two infected. After, the gun went click. The slide stayed back. Thankfully, the infected dropped to the pavement, wondering what in the hell just hit them, bleeding and clutching their new wounds.
Now what?
I looked up at the big Mack truck next to me with the driver’s side door open.
A moment later, we were climbing inside. I locked the doors, ducked way down, and cautiously peered out the windows to see if anyone had seen us. 
Peaches carefully crawled into the back. “There’s a bed back here,” she whispered.
My eyes felt swollen from lack of sleep, yet sleeping was the last thing on my mind.
“Just stay quiet,” I whispered back. I still held Sally tight in my hands, finger around the trigger, even though she had no love left to give.
I waited, sure that one of the roaming infected would figure out where we had went, and then we’d be trapped, surrounded, as they ripped the doors off their hinges, or more likely, just waited us out. But no one ever did. Many passed by, noticed their buddies dying on the ground, and then went about their business.
Onward.
Somewhere west.
I climbed into the back with Peaches and nestled down into some trucker’s home away from home. The bed smelled like feet, and it was dark back there, but for once I was happy having little light. 
Let there be darkness, for a while.
Let it protect us. 
Let it keep us hidden.
Let us live through this night.
Peaches fed Olivia, and before long, the two of them were bundled together, asleep. I told myself I’d stay up, watch over them, but at some point sleep took me. All the while, Sally never left my hand—my one and only.
My security blanket.
 





 
When I woke the next morning, I was covered in sweat. No, I hadn’t had a nightmare. The sweat was the result of the morning sun blasting through the truck’s big windows, gradually increasing the temperature inside the cabin. It had to be close to ninety degrees. To make matters worse, the cabin smelled less of feet and more like shit—like hot, steamy, nose-plugging shit. And I had a pretty good idea who crapped themselves during the night.
I lightly shook Peaches. “Hey, time to wake up.”
Peaches sat up, crossed her legs. “What time is it?”  
I checked my watch. “Almost eleven a.m.”
“Wow, we were asleep like—”
“Six or seven hours.”
She rubbed her eyes, smiled lightly. “I’m still tired.”
“I couldn’t sleep one more minute in this heat.”
“I guess I’m just used to it, ya know, missing the occasional power bill.” She lifted Olivia up and sniffed her diaper. “Looks like somebody needs a change.”
“While you do that, I’m gonna go up into the front … see what I can see.”
I climbed up into the front seat, ducked down, and looked around for infected. Unfortunately, the coast wasn’t clear. A steady line of people, at the rate of about one every thirty seconds, passed by the truck.
Peaches stuck her head in between the two front seats. “So...”
“We need to get out of here.”
“Is it safe?”
“No. But if we stay here, we’ll die of heat exhaustion. We have to make a move. Take our chances.” I looked back at her. “We’ve gotten this far, haven’t we?”
“Olivia needs formula. She’s getting low.”
“How low?”
“Like she might have enough left for one or two bottles low. But I remember seeing a daycare place on the way to Ted’s house yesterday. They might have some we can take.”
“Where was it? Before or after we got into the accident?”
“Before. It was in that neighborhood though, on the corner. I can’t remember the name, but there was a sign in the front yard. One of those home daycare places, I guess.”
“We’ll look for it,” I said, peeking out the passenger window at Ted’s green Jeep. “You think maybe the rest of them went back to Ted’s?”
“Could have figured we’d go back there looking for them.”
“That’s what I was thinking.”
“Probably there right now.”
I nodded. “Then we better get going.”
“The keys are in the ignition. Can you drive this thing?”
“I don’t know if it’ll even start. The door could have been open for a day, maybe longer. Same with most of these cars. Could be a lot of drained batteries. And even if I could drive it, I’d prefer something with a better turning radius. We need to go back the other way. We’ll just take Ted’s Jeep. They probably left it for us, don’t ya think? And we know it’ll start.”
Now all we had to do was wait for the right time to make our move. The good news was Ted’s Jeep was right beside the Mack truck, just a few yards away. The bad news was we’d likely be seen by at least a few infected once we hopped out.
Peaches gathered Olivia and came into the front seat, readied herself for departure.
I unlocked the passenger door, kept my eyes on the side mirror.
“Anyone coming?” Peaches asked.
“Yeah. A woman and a small child. Duck down until they pass.”
I considered going when they were three car lengths back. Neither the woman nor the child looked like they could pose a giant threat to us, even if their infected minds made them believe they had super powers. But still I’d rather take my chances with one person over two. As terrible as it may sound, I was hoping to see a child walking by themselves. That would give us the best odds. What came next, however, was almost as good.
It was an old man, hunched over, walking slower than my grandma.
“Now,” I said, and threw open the passenger door.
Fifteen seconds later, we were in Ted’s Jeep heading back east.
“I don’t think he even noticed us,” Peaches said.
“Probably can’t see further than ten feet in front of him.”
Peaches laughed, even though I wasn’t really joking. Without my glasses, I was basically blind too. 
“I’m just gonna head back the way we came. Let me know if you see this daycare place.”
It felt great to be out of that stuffy cabin and out in the open air. I wanted to close my eyes and relax, feel the wind whip across my face, but damn if I didn’t have to keep my eyes on the road. The last time I was behind the wheel, I’d crashed my grandma’s Buick, and that was with my eyes open.
Not long after we left the highway, we came upon the daycare. Peaches had been right about there being a sign in the front yard—white, with dark blue lettering.
The Baby Brig.
Whoever thought up that name was probably voted most likely to fail at business in high school. I didn’t remember passing this Baby Brig place at all. Then again, I was a man, which meant I usually had tunnel vision.
The front door was open, but we knocked anyway, calling out if anybody was home. No one called back. Satisfied, we went inside and explored the daycare.
What a mess. Dirty, dirty, dirty, would be the best way to describe it. Not the type of place I’d want to drop my kid off, unless I hated them and wanted them to suffer. Maybe The Baby Brig name wasn’t so inappropriate after all.
Peaches found a supply closet pretty quick, refilled Olivia’s baby bag, and then we were on our way. It felt weird having everything go as planned. How often had that happened over the last few days? We found the stuff without any problem, and didn’t have to kill anybody to get it. Nor did we have to run for our lives. Hell, we practically strolled back to the Jeep—like it was just any other day.
Two miles down the road, that comfortable carefree feeling came to a screeching halt, in the midst of yesterday’s wreckage. I pulled up next to my grandma’s Buick. It looked just as I’d remembered it—like an ugly car with a busted up face. 
“Why did you stop?” Peaches asked.
Because I was confused. Dead bodies lay all around.
Only.
Not as many as before.
I opened the door and got out of the Jeep, walked around to the other side. 
Peaches opened the passenger door and leaned out. “Jimmy, what are you doing? I don’t think we should stop until we get to Ted’s.”
“Don’t you see this?”
Peaches picked up Olivia and got out. “See what?”
I slowly crossed to the other side of the road and stood over one of the bodies.
“Oh God,” Peaches said, as she came up behind me. She turned away, revolted. “What happened to it?”
The body belonged to one of the two men responsible for strangling Luna to death in the ditch. Robinson had killed him shortly after. Quick shot to the back of the head. The bullet wound was still clearly visible, but the rest of his body had been mangled and eaten nearly down to the bone. Something had gotten its fill on this guy, and he wasn’t the only one. I scanned the rest of the street, counting six more bodies, all of them left in a similar pillaged state.
“It looks like they were eaten,” I finally said, stating the obvious.
“You think animals did this?”
“It’s certainly within the realm of possibility,” I said. “But what happened to the other ones?”
“What other ones?”
“The other bodies. There was three times as many yesterday as there is today. I know it. I’d never forget. What happened to them? Did somebody move them? Did they get up and walk away?”
The Walking Dead theme suddenly began playing in my head.
“I-I don’t know, Jimmy. I don’t know. Maybe … maybe someone did move them.”
“Why though? Why would someone move them?” I looked back down at the stripped remains of the man at my feet. “Where is the other guy who killed Luna? He was right here?”
“Are you sure he was dead?”
I sighed. “Pretty damn sure, yeah. But … hold on a minute.” I glanced between the two houses where yesterday Diego had chased a young boy. A young boy like us, not infected, that he had killed in cold blood. “Follow me.”
I marched down the ditch between the two houses and into the open backyards. Swing set in one. Old, beaten up doghouse in the other.
“Jimmy, where are we going?” Peaches asked, clutching hold of Olivia. “I don’t feel safe here.” 
“Neither do I,” I said, turning toward the house on the left.
She was right, as usual. It wasn’t safe.
But still, I needed to see for sure.
I had to.
 





 
“Thank God,” I said. 
The body of the young kid Diego had killed still lay face up in the kitchen. He hadn’t magically disappeared, like the others outside on the street. The murder weapon, a simple steak knife, remained in his chest at the last point of entry. The large pool of dark red blood surrounding his upper body was so thick it looked like syrup. His face was gray and emaciated—his eyes open and empty. He looked stiffer than Pee-wee Herman at a peep show. Luckily, the bugs hadn’t found him yet, but the scent in the house made me want to barf up last night’s meatloaf a second time.
Peaches took one look at the rotting body and hurried out of the kitchen.
Oh well. I had told her to wait outside, but she’d insisted on following me into the house.
She waited for me in the living room, one hand over her nose and mouth trying to block the smell. Olivia slept on against her chest, not bothered. “So that was him … the boy Diego…”
I nodded. “Now you see why I didn’t want him to come with us.”
“I never doubted your judgment.”
I wondered if that would still be the case if I told her the truth—that I’d assisted in Diego’s suicide.
But that was for another time.
We left the house and walked back around to the front. Along the way, I kept an eye out for infected. The neighborhood was clear, quiet.
“So strange,” I said, as we passed the eaten bodies. “I still don’t get it.”
“Just leave it. I’m sure it was animals. I mean … what else would do that?”
Zombies.
But those aren’t real. A dead person walking around, no blood flowing, no oxygen to the muscles. Impossible. The very design of such a creature defies science and logic. And yet the thought wouldn’t leave my mind. 
What if…?
As I went around the front of the Jeep to the driver’s side, I noticed a folded piece of paper scrunched under one of the windshield wipers. I lifted the wiper blade and opened up the paper.
“What is it?” Peaches asked.
“A note,” I replied, sitting down in the Jeep. “I can’t believe I didn’t notice it earlier. It’s from Robinson.”
“Really?” Peaches said, her face lighting up.
I began reading the note aloud, interrupted by a noise to my left. A thirty-something woman with short brown hair ran out from between two houses and began heading toward the Jeep. She had on a white shirt and jean shorts. The shirt had bloodstains all over it.
“Hurry,” Peaches said. “Get us out of here.”
I hesitated. Then I saw five or six more appear behind the woman.
Time to go! 
I handed Peaches the note and started the Jeep. I sped off, glancing back in the rearview mirror. The gang of infected ran down the street after us, with the bloodstained woman in the lead. But we were too fast. A moment later, they weren’t even a blip on our radar.
On the five-minute ride to Ted’s house, Peaches read aloud the note Robinson had left us.
 
To Jimmy and Peaches,
If you’re reading this then you’re alive. I’m sure you’ll be happy to know the rest of us are alive too! After the camp was attacked, we took my car back to Ted’s house. As you probably figured, we left the Jeep behind, hoping you would find your way back there as well. But you never showed. And so once daylight came we decided to go back and see if we could find you. And that’s where we are right now. I’m sitting in our campsite, writing you this note. We’re gonna pack up most of this stuff and take it with us. But we’ll leave one of the tents behind for you. Inside of it will be some food and extra guns Ted brought from the house. Even some ammo for Sally. You might need it if you want to continue this journey with us. Soon we’ll be leaving for Orlando, heading for the Walgreens off Narcoossee Road. We’ll leave a map behind for you with the location circled. We will wait there until 6pm. If you can make it by then, we would love to see you again. It’s not the same without you. If you decide not to come, I’ll understand. I imagine it’s only gonna get more dangerous from here on out. Ted says you all can stay at his house if you want. He even left you a note on the front door. Whatever you decide, please stay safe and know that we are thinking of you. 
Your friend, Robinson    
 
A few minutes later, we pulled into Ted’s driveway. On the front door was the note Robinson had mentioned. I pulled it off, started reading it. Peaches came up behind me. I smiled and showed her the note.
Please feed my fish. Thanks, Ted, was all it said.
 





 
Aside from the wooden cross Ted had made having fallen over, Luna’s gravesite remained unchanged from the previous day.
“Did you expect any different?” Peaches asked.
“I’m slowly learning not to expect anything,” I said, fixing the cross.
“And to think we were so concerned about Diego coming with us, and now we’re the ones left behind.”
“We can still go,” I said. “You read the note.”
“I know. I’m just not sure that we should.”
“Yeah.” I packed dirt around the base of the wooden stake. Hopefully it would hold. “I’m not sure either. But if we do go, we won’t have to worry about Diego anymore.”
“Why?”
I stood up, brushed the dirt off my pants. “Diego’s dead.”
“What? How do you know?”
“Because I saw his body.”
Peaches sighed. “I don’t know what to think about that. I mean, I can’t say I’m happy that he’s gone. I wouldn’t wish death upon anyone. But I do feel a bit relieved. Does that make me a horrible person?”
“Not as horrible as me,” I said, looking down at Luna’s grave. I thought about how happy a couple they were, Diego and her, sitting in my old room at the bookstore, talking about how they met—revealing to us that she was pregnant. I looked up, met eyes with Peaches. “He’s dead because of me.”
Then I walked away.
Peaches stood by the grave for a moment and then hurried to catch up with me.
“What do you mean? What happened?”
“He committed suicide.”
“Suicide?”
“Yep, and I helped him.”
“How?”
“I gave him my gun. When the rest of you were asleep, he asked for it. He said he needed it. Said he wanted me to trust him.”
“And then he … he just went off and killed himself?”
I nodded. “I found his body. This was right before the camp was overrun.”
“Why did you give him a gun when we agreed he wasn’t ready yet? Did you know he would kill himself?”
We stopped at the back porch. I turned to address Peaches directly. “Not for sure. He didn’t come right out and say it. But—”
“But what?”
“But I … I had a pretty good idea he would. Otherwise I don’t think I would have given him the gun.”
“Jesus, Jimmy.”
“Yeah, I guess I’m the horrible person.”
“I don’t know what to say. I’m just … surprised, that’s all.”
“I knew you would be … that’s why I didn’t say anything earlier. But it’s sort of been eating at me ever since last night. I needed to get it out.”
“Do you regret it?”
I looked down, thought about the question. “I don’t know yet.”
“You look like you do.”
“I feel like I should.” I raised my head. “But at the same time, maybe I helped give him what he needed—to be with Luna again. Maybe he’s with her right now. And if he’s not, I’d like to think that before he pulled the trigger he at least had a smile on his face thinking that he would be. Should I regret that? I don’t know. And I may never know.”
 





 
I sat on Ted’s couch and waited for Peaches to finish making us lunch. Olivia was beside me, propped up against the armrest, falling in and out of sleep. I read the note Robinson had left us a few more times.
We will wait there until 6pm.
I checked my watch.
12:53 p.m.
Soon we’d have to make a decision. Stay or go? I sensed that Peaches wanted to stay, and if true, I couldn’t blame her. Ted’s house wasn’t a paradise. It wasn’t on the beach, and there were no hot girls in bikinis bringing me martinis. But it was about as safe a place as we were likely to find. He had plenty of dry food that, unlike the junk at Aamod’s convenience store, wouldn’t expire for years. So what if it tasted like dog doo. We’d get used to it. It’s not like we had the option anymore of going to Burger King for fine dining. Also, there were weapons here. Lots and lots of weapons. And since Ted’s property was so secluded, there was only a slim chance we’d ever have to use them. 
But perhaps the best reason to stay was for the generator, which was probably why Ted’s fish weren’t already floating despite the foggy living conditions. The tank was cycling water. The house lights worked. The AC was cranking. Even set at eighty degrees, it felt like God blowing a little bit of heaven down on me. Sure, eventually the generator would fail or we’d run out of gas to power it. I had no illusions this comfortable feeling would last forever or even into tomorrow. Like our lives, all of this could end in an instant. No, this wasn’t paradise. Nor was it a perfectly designed fortress. But it was much nicer than being out on the road. Safer, too. 
So I couldn’t blame Peaches if she wanted to stay here. It was the smart thing to do. It was our best chance at regaining some sort of normal life. I can’t say if I loved Peaches, I hadn’t really been in love before, but I knew I loved being around her. If she wanted to stay, I would stay. She had me in her grip and I wasn’t going anywhere without her.
And yet, as I read Robinson’s note for the third time, I couldn’t help but feel as though I were missing out on something.
We would love to see you again. It’s not the same without you.
Or maybe it was just them that I was missing.
I checked my watch again.
1:01 p.m. Less than five hours now.
It was torture, reading that note, constantly checking the time.
Let it go, I told myself. Let them go. This was where I belonged. I glanced into the kitchen. Peaches was putting the final touches on a sandwich salad combo.
If nothing else, I still had her.
And that was enough to push back the impending tears.
Moments later, Peaches brought out two trays and set them down on Ted’s scratched up coffee table. Then she went back to the kitchen to get our drinks.
I inspected the food. Two salads. Two sandwiches. Nothing extravagant, but at least it looked edible, which was more than I could say for the Meatloaf I’d ingested the previous night.
“Which one is mine?” I asked.
Peaches returned to the living room with two drinks. “They’re the same, silly.”
“You didn’t spit in one of the sandwiches, did you?”
“Yeah, the one with tuna.”
“Which one has tuna?”
“They both have tuna. I told you they’re the same.”
I smiled, lifted one of the trays on to my lap. “I was just teasing you. It all looks very good, actually.”
“The veggies weren’t super fresh, but they probably won’t kill you.”
I stuck my fork in the salad and took a big bite. “Guess I’ll find out.”
“I’ll try and get together something more substantial for dinner.”
I stopped eating. “So we’re staying for dinner then?”
“Well, I meant if that’s what we decide. Have you thought about it?”
I nodded. “Yeah, I’ve been thinking about it.”
“And…?”
“And I don’t know. I figured I’d let you decide.”
“I don’t want it to just be my decision. We should have an equal say.”
“Okay. Then what do you think? Maybe I’ll agree.”
She paused for a moment, and then said, “I was thinking maybe we should stay.”
Shocker! Didn’t see that coming.
“Okay,” I said, taking a big bite of my tuna sandwich. It didn’t taste quite as good as my grandma’s classic tuna melt, but it still hit the spot. “We’ll stay then.”
Peaches sighed. “But what do you think? Are you okay with that?”
I shrugged, continued to eat. I wanted to say sure, yeah, absolutely, I’m okay with that. But I didn’t want to lie, and I didn’t want to argue. I wanted to let it be, as the Beatles once said.
Peaches had me figured out anyway. “You’re not, are you?”
“Not what?”
“Okay with staying. It’s pretty obvious. If you got some concerns, tell me. You know I’ll listen.”
I finished my sandwich, picked up the glass of mysterious liquid from the coffee table. I smelled it. It smelled familiar. “What is this?”
“It’s sweet tea.”
I took a sip. Mercy me, she wasn’t kidding. Sweet fuckin’ tea. 
Life was good.
Except for the fact that Peaches hadn’t stopped staring at me. “Well…?”
“Look, the thing is … I don’t have any concerns. None at all. That’s the thing. It makes perfect sense to stay here. We’ve got more than enough stuff to get by on, even got sweet tea.”
She smiled. “It’ll run out eventually.”
“I know. But by then most of the infected will probably have moved on to wherever they’re going.”
“That’s true. I hadn’t thought of that.”
“And so the stores will once again be ripe for the picking. It’ll just be us, sure. But it’ll be safe again. Who knows, maybe we’ll come across some other survivors in town. We can help each other out. As long as they’re not like Jerry.”
“Oh God no.”
I rested my head back against the couch cushion, stared up at the AC vent that blew wonderfully semi-cool air in our direction. “So if we’ve got every reason to stay … why is it that I want to go?”
Peaches put down her tray and snuggled in close to me. “I don’t know, Jimmy. Why?”
“I think I just miss my friends.”
“I miss them too.”
“I know you do.”
“But I’m also trying to think long term. And I feel like … if we stay out there on the road, we’re not gonna make it very long. We barely made it two steps outta town.”
“You’re right. Like I said, staying makes perfect sense. I just feel like we’re sorta taking the easy way out.”
“You think staying here is gonna be easy?”
“No, I didn’t mean it like that. I don’t know. It’s hard to explain.”
“Can you at least try?”
“I guess I wanted to help Robinson find his son.”
“If he even makes it to New Orleans.”
“He’ll make it. He’s got a reason to live, even if that reason is probably dead or infected. And when he does get to New Orleans, and he doesn’t find his son, I feel like I need to be there for him. To help him say the hard goodbye, like he helped me. I know that’s risking a lot, my life even, but that’s just how I feel.”
“But your life isn’t the only one on the line here.”
I nodded. “Trust me, if you weren’t here, I’d already be gone. You’re the reason I’m staying.”
“I wasn’t talking about me. I was talking about her.”
Her, lying beside me on the couch, scrunched up against the armrest.
Olivia.
“I’m sorry,” I finally said. “My head is a mess. You’re absolutely right about Olivia. Leaving shouldn’t have even been considered.”
“We left once before when we could have stayed.”
“And we made the wrong decision. She almost died at the hands of that infected girl.” I checked my watch again. 1:23 p.m. “Soon Robinson and the others will be moving on and it won’t matter anyway. We can put it behind us.”
“Is that what you want?”
“It’s what’s gonna happen. We’ll stay here. Me, you, and her. And we’ll be happy together. So happy together.”
I smiled at Peaches.
She smiled back and put her head down on my shoulder. “Thank you.”
“No need to thank me. I know when I’m wrong, even though it’s hard to admit sometimes.”
“That’s not why I’m thanking you.”
“Why then?”
“Remember when I told you that I hoped we’d stick together … that you were the only one I could trust?”
“Sort of.”
“I asked you not to let me down. And you haven’t.” She gave me a long kiss on the cheek. “Thank you.”
By the end of the hour, all three of us were napping on the couch.
 





 
It was a little after three in the afternoon when I woke up.
Power nap, baby. And while I didn’t exactly feel powerful—I still had the arms of an anorexic girl—I did feel a sudden burst of energy.  
I got up from the couch as quiet as possible, gathered the food trays, and then set them in the kitchen. Then I satisfied Ted’s one demand for allowing us to stay at his house.
I fed his fish.
Out in the garage, I rummaged through Ted’s weapon locker, found ammo for Sally, and loaded up a few spare magazines. Never can be too careful, or cautious. Sally would stay attached to my hip at all times, like a well trained attack dog, in case I ever needed her services.
Peaches pushed open the garage door and stepped out. “What’re you doing?”
“Did I wake you?”
“Yeah. What are you doing out here?”
“I was just gonna get together some stuff.”
“What kind of stuff?”
“Emergency stuff. Like in case we have to leave in a hurry. I’ll put it in the Jeep.”
Peaches nodded. “Sounds like a good idea.”
“Also, I should probably teach you how to shoot.”
Peaches walked over to the weapon locker and peered inside. “Wow, I’m surprised there’s still any in here, after seeing how many he took with him.”
“There’s plenty left for the two of us. See anything you like?”
“I don’t know. I’ve shot a rifle before, but it’s been some years now. Ex was into hog hunting, ya know.”
“Was this the same ex that cheated on you?”
“Yep. Same asshole.”
I sorted through Ted’s handgun selection and brought out a silver 1911. “This might do. What do you think?”
“Sure, I guess.”
I checked to make sure the gun wasn’t loaded and then handed it to Peaches.
“What are you doing?”
“Just take it. I’m gonna show you how to do stuff. I learned from Ted. Now I’ll teach you.”
“That sounds dirty.”
Peaches did everything just as I instructed. It wasn’t dirty, but there was something incredibly sexy about her holding that gun. It was like I was Christian Grey and she was Anastasia, only there was no handcuffs and we both had our clothes on. She definitely caught on quicker than I had. I still remember asking Ted where the bullets went, like a dumbass.
“Sometime we’ll have to go out and shoot. Find a nice open area where you can practice. I’d say we could shoot out back, but we don’t want any unwanted visitors coming by.”
From inside the house, Olivia started to cry.
“Sounds like somebody else woke up,” Peaches said. “She’s probably hungry. You gonna be in here for a while?”
“No, not really. I’ll get some supplies together and start putting them in the Jeep.”
After Peaches left the garage, I loaded up a few magazines for her 1911 and then sorted through some of the other less deadly items. I found an empty box and filled it with a variety of things, including flashlights, batteries, knives, light sticks, and a first aid kit. Then I carried it outside to the Jeep.
As I set the box down in the back, I thought I heard a sound coming from the woods across the street. I turned and scanned the tree line, my right hand resting on Sally secured to my hip. The woods by Ted’s house wasn’t nearly as dense as those we had camped in off the highway. It would be hard to go unnoticed in the brush unless you were a small animal. And that’s probably what had made the sound. Some kind of small animal, a rabbit maybe.
I stood beside the Jeep for over a minute, scanning the woods, but all I heard were birds chirping. So I headed back inside.
I walked by Peaches on the way back to the garage. She was feeding Olivia.
“I can help you carry stuff in a minute,” she said.
“There shouldn’t be much more.”
Back in the garage, I sifted through more boxes, seeking out only the most useful stuff. For once, I wished I had my grandma’s old lady car, as there was very limited space in the back of the Jeep. Ted would probably kill me if he knew I was condensing down some of the boxes, but Ted wasn’t here, and it was unlikely he’d ever return. 
I stopped sorting, looked around. It hadn’t really kicked in yet until that moment. All of this was mine now; all the supplies, the guns, the ammo, the green Jeep, the house with the dead animals mounted on the wall, the fish I could barely see through the dirty water. All of it—mine, mine, mine. Though I didn’t want any of it.
I checked the time.
3:37 p.m.
In two and a half hours, Robinson and friends would be leaving the Walgreens, on the move again. I wanted the time to go faster, wanted it to hurry up and be six already. So I could start to move on. So I could get them out of my mind.
I stuffed the second box full of MRE’s and bottled water. The MRE’s might not offer much in the way of flavor, except bad flavor, but they’d keep us nourished for a week or so if needed—until we could hunt down something better. If I had to eat them any longer than that, I may as well be dead.
I carried the second box out to the Jeep and set it down in the backseat. Not much room left. I could squeeze a rifle or two between the boxes and the seats, but that was about it.
Peaches joined me outside. “We’re done now,” she said, holding and burping Olivia.
“I’m almost done too,” I said. “Just gotta grab a few guns.”
“Before you do that.” Peaches handed Olivia over to me. “She wants to say hi to you.”
I took Olivia in my arms and smiled down at her. She didn’t smile back. She had a serious look on her face, like she was concentrating very hard on something. Filling her diaper with green mush, perhaps. Once I began making silly faces at her, she finally flashed me her pretty smile.
How things change.
I had never imagined having children of my own. Just having sex seemed a lofty enough goal. But there I was, smiling down at a beautiful baby in my arms who was smiling up at me, and it felt right. We were doing this all for her, staying for her. And although I wasn’t her birthfather, maybe someday she’d call me dad.
“Isn’t it funny how everyone always thinks their baby is cute, even when they’re not? And of course all their family and friends are too nice to tell them the truth.”
“Jimmy.”
“But Olivia here … she really is—”
“Jimmy!”
I stopped rambling, looked up at Peaches. “What?”
“She’s back,” Peaches said, pointing behind me.
The woman with the white bloodstained shirt and jean shorts—who along with a pack of other infected had chased after us in the Jeep like dogs hours earlier—slowly walked out of the woods and into the road. 
This time, she was alone.
“Here. Take Olivia,” I said, quickly handing the baby off to Peaches.
Then I drew Sally from her holster.
“Better not come one step closer!” I yelled.
Oh, when would I learn? Talking to the infected never worked. They either didn’t understand what I was saying, didn’t care, or both. They only responded to overwhelming force. They had to see what you were capable of before they’d reconsider making a move, and even then, many still wouldn’t back down. Just like with non-infected humans, there seemed to be varying levels of intelligence among the new infected class. Some were conniving, carefully planning their attacks, while others just rushed in wildly like a geek at a comic book convention. In either case, like Corey Hart—they’d never surrender.
Except this one. 
She stopped in the middle of the road and slowly put her hands up. Then she said, “Please d-don’t shoot me.”
“She’s not infected,” Peaches whispered.
Nope. I kept Sally sighted on her anyway. I wasn’t taking any chances.
“I n-need help,” the woman said.
“Who are you?” I asked.
“If you let me inside, I’ll tell you.”
“That’s not gonna happen,” I said.
“I’ll do anything you want. Please, they could be here any moment.”
“Who?”
“The others. I know you saw them. They were chasing me. I lost them in the woods, but it’s only a matter of time until they figure out where I went. And when they find me out here, they’ll find you too. So we need to go inside.”
Peaches had gradually backed up all the way to the front door. “Just let her inside, Jimmy. We don’t want to be discovered.”
I gave the crazy lady the go-ahead and then followed her inside. We all gathered in the living room.
“So … start talking,” I said.
“What’s your name?” Peaches asked.
“Nicole.”
“Is that your blood?” I asked, pointing to her red and white shirt.
Instantly, tears filled her eyes. She frowned and shook her head. “No, it’s … m-my … my…”
“Okay, why don’t you have a seat,” Peaches said.
“Wait a minute,” I said. “Do you have any weapons on you?”
That’s right, wait a darn minute people. I was the sheriff. This was my jurisdiction. I made the rules. I was the one in charge.
“Shut up, Jimmy,” Peaches said. “She can barely stand up. I don’t think she means us any harm.”
I backed off. There was a new sheriff in town. I wasn’t in charge anymore.
Nicole sat down on the couch. “I don’t have any weapons anyway.”
“I’m gonna make a nest for Olivia in the other room,” Peaches said. “I’ll be right back.”
After Peaches left the room, Nicole looked up at me and said, “I’m really sorry. I didn’t mean to disturb you guys. I just didn’t know where else to go. I was beginning to think there was no one left … like us, ya know.”
I sighed. “It’s okay.” I put Sally back in her holster and sat down on Ted’s second couch. “I’m sorry I pointed the gun at you. I just figured…”
“I was one of them?”
“Yeah, when we saw you earlier, we didn’t know you were being chased. We didn’t know you were … like us.”
“Would you have helped me if you had known?”
I shrugged. “I doubt it. There was a bunch of them chasing you, and I didn’t have any ammo at the time.”
Nicole put her head in her hands. She was shaking.
“You want something to drink?” I asked.
“Yes, thank you.”
“I’ll get it,” Peaches said, walking back into the living room.
“You have a nice house,” Nicole said, surveying the room.
I started laughing. “It’s not ours. Well, I guess it sort of is now.”
“So you didn’t kill those animals then?”
I glanced back at the deer head mounted behind me. “No, I’ve only been out in the woods once in my life, and I wasn’t the one doing the hunting.”
Peaches handed Nicole a glass of water and then sat down next to her. “You want to tell us what happened?”
Nicole took a small sip. “I don’t know where to start.”
“Start at the beginning.”
And so she told us her story, starting three days ago, when the plague swept into town. She lived a few miles from Ted’s, not far from where we had first seen her. She was married, but had no children. Sadly, her husband hadn’t been as lucky as her. Like the majority of the population, he had fallen into a coma. When he woke the next day, he had tried to kill her, almost succeeded. But she managed to slip away, ran into a shed to hide. After some time of keeping quiet, she figured he’d given up looking for her. Wrong. He was waiting for her when she opened the shed. He attacked her again, tried to strangle her, but this time she was armed with a pair of gardening shears. And so she let him have it, until he could no longer hold himself up—until he choked on his own blood. The blood that poured down and stained her white shirt red.
Nicole began shaking again as she relived the awful experience. Tears rolled down her face. Peaches put an arm around her.
“I dragged him into the shed and locked it,” Nicole said. “Then I looked for help. I thought that maybe since he woke up there would be others that woke up too. But all the people I came across were just like him. They wouldn’t talk to me. They only wanted to hurt me. So I went back to my house and spent the rest of the day inside, scared to death of going out again. I watched from the upstairs window as people crossed the streets, passing through the neighborhood. I don’t know where they were going, but there had to be hundreds of them. I don’t think I even recognized one person. Oh, and there was gunfire. I definitely heard gunfire. I knew I had to leave the house. I couldn’t stay there forever. But I was so scared.”
I looked at Peaches.
Peaches looked at me.
“That was probably us,” I said.
“What?” Nicole asked, wiping her eyes.
“The gunfire you heard. We were in the area yesterday afternoon.”
“There was more of us,” Peaches added. “We had a decent sized group. But we kinda got separated.”
“I’m sorry to hear that,” Nicole said. “I wish I could have found you guys earlier. I spent last night in my house, but I could barely sleep. Then this morning I finally decided I had to leave. So I snuck out the back … and I … I swear I heard sounds coming from the shed.”
I leaned forward, curious. “What kind of sounds?”
“Like something was moving in there. It couldn’t have been my husband. I was sure I had killed him, but even if I hadn’t, he couldn’t have survived in there all night. The shed was old. I figured some animal found some rusted out section in the corner or something and got in there. No way I was going to unlock it and find out. So I left the yard, tried to keep hidden as I headed toward town, but eventually they spotted me. And then they chased me.”
“And that’s where we came in,” I said.
Nicole nodded. “I just kept running. I knew if I stopped, I’d be dead. They followed me into the woods, and that’s where I lost them.”
“Are you sure you lost them?” I asked, getting up from the couch.
She took a moment to answer. “No.”
At least she was honest.
“Wouldn’t they be here by now if she hadn’t?” Peaches asked.
“You’d think,” I said, and went to the front door. I peered out a nearby window. “I don’t see anyone.”
“Will you let me stay here?” Nicole asked. “I’ll do anything you ask.”
“Cook us dinner,” I said, returning to the living room.
“He’s kidding,” Peaches said.
“I will if you want.”
“No, no. In fact, Jimmy, you’re cooking dinner tonight.”
I smiled. Is this how it was going to be? I was already outnumbered before with two girls in the house. Now that there were three, I was most certainly doomed.
“I’ll cook dinner. Not saying that it’ll taste any good. But if you want, I’ll cook it.”
Peaches smiled back. “Thanks dear.”
I checked my watch. 4:09 p.m.
“It’s just after four. I’ve got time. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m gonna finish packing the Jeep.” I began walking away and then turned back. “Nicole, nice to have you around. Have you ever shot a gun before?”
“No, never.”
“You will,” I said, and then left for the garage.
 





 
It was as though I had psychic powers and could see into the future. I was Miss Cleo, only I was a white male and I didn’t speak with a fake Jamaican accent.
Obviously, Nicole would shoot a gun, because I would teach her. I would teach both of them. And when Olivia was old enough—if we all made it that long—she, too, would learn. What I didn’t realize was that the future I predicted—the future where Nicole would have a gun in her hands, blasting away—was right around the corner.
Minutes away, actually.
I stood in front of the weapon locker loading a couple of magazines that went with Ted’s Smith and Wesson M&P15’s. With a little coaxing, I could probably fit two of them in the Jeep with the other supplies.
All was quiet. Peaceful. I was a man working on manly stuff. For a while, nothing would disturb me. Then I heard the footsteps.
I stopped loading the bullets, listened. Definitely footsteps, outside the garage. At least two people were out in the driveway, walking around. 
I put down the mag and went to the door that led back into the house. Poking my head inside, I could hear the girls still talking in the living room. They weren’t outside, which could only mean…
“Girls, come here now!” I yelled. “And bring Olivia! Hurry!”
I ran back to the weapon locker, loaded a few final rounds into the magazine, and then popped it into the rifle. Peaches and Nicole appeared in the doorway a moment later.
“What’s wrong?” Peaches asked.
“Get in here,” I whispered. “They’re outside.”
“Who?”
“Who do you think? I heard footsteps out in the driveway. Close the door and shut off the light.”
We hunkered down in the corner of the dark garage, behind a bunch of stacked boxes, opposite the door. Since Peaches had to hold Olivia, I gave Nicole the 1911 I’d loaded earlier. In my hands was one of Ted’s high-powered rifles, while Sally remained holstered at my side for backup.
More footsteps outside, approaching. Then came a sudden shattering of glass. Judging by the direction of the sound, my guess was they had broken the window near the front door. Through it, they would gain entrance to the house. 
I propped the rifle up on one of the boxes, clicked on the laser sight, and pointed the red beam at the door. If anyone should open it, I could shoot them down before they even saw where I was.
“What do you want me to do?” Nicole asked. She had both hands wrapped around the pistol, holding on for dear life.
“Nothing. Just stay down and be ready. I’ll keep an eye on the door. If someone happens to get close enough to you, then shoot them.”
Another window broke, this one somewhere in the back of the house. As usual, they were coming at us from all sides. Scheming bastards.
We stayed quiet, listening to the sound of God knows how many of them walking around in the house, searching for us. Eventually, one of them would open the door, and then...
Hasta la vista, baby!
“What if it’s the others?” Peaches asked.
“You mean the rest of the group?”
Peaches nodded. “What if they came back?”
“Why would they need to break-in?”
“I don’t know.”
“It’s not them. I would have heard a car pull up. And they would see the Jeep outside. They’d know we were here. Even if for some reason Ted no longer had the house keys, they’d still knock first.”
Wouldn’t they? I couldn’t think of a plausible scenario where Robinson and company would come back and just start breaking windows, multiple windows at that.
“Then what if they’re not infected?”
“What?”
“What if it’s people like us looking for a place to hide out?”
Good God. Enough with the what if questions, Peaches.
“If they’re not infected, they sure don’t talk much,” I replied. “And why pick a place so far out of town?”
“Same reason we’re here. It’s secluded.”
Before I could answer, the door swung open, answering for me. A bald-headed biker looking dude stood in the light of the doorway, arms down at his sides. His eyes shifted back and forth, examining the piles of stuff in the room. I had the laser pinned on the center of his black leather jacket, my finger itching to pull the trigger. He made no move to come further inside, and if he saw me, he gave no indication. I was sure he couldn’t see the girls, as they both had their backs flat against the supply table and their heads tucked down.
We all held our breath. Unbelievably, even Olivia kept quiet.
I had planned to shoot anyone on sight, even a Harley fanboy, but now I changed my mind. If we could remain hidden long enough, maybe they’d come to the conclusion that the house was empty and leave. Was that wishful thinking? Plus, if I shot this guy, it would alert the others in the house to our position. I had almost thirty rounds at my disposal, but that might not be enough. There could be dozens of them. I could still hear footsteps outside. Sure, Nicole was armed, but she hadn’t ever shot a gun before, and there wasn’t much space to maneuver. She’d be just as likely to shoot herself, or one of us, if the infected began piling through the door. It would only take one or two getting through to overwhelm us.
Plan B: stay quiet, stay hidden, and hope they leave.
With my amazing powers of suggestion at work, the bald-headed biker turned and walked off down the hallway.
Whew. I could finally breathe. I adjusted my grip on the rifle. Unbeknownst to me, I was inadvertently making circles on the white wall in the hallway with the red laser. And by the time I realized my mistake, the biker dude was on his way back.
He rushed into the doorway and scanned the room again. This time, he was more determined, and before long, he was staring directly at me. He looked down at the red dot on his chest, and then back up at me. Then down at the red dot again. Then back up at me.
Nice knowing you Plan B.
When he made his move forward, I pulled the trigger three times in rapid succession. The bullets followed the red laser with perfect precision, ripping through his leather jacket and through his beefy chest with ease. His stocky legs gave out and he fell to the floor, revealing a splatter of blood on the white wall behind him, streaming down to the floorboards.
I stood up, kept the gun aimed at the doorway. No more hiding. Now that our position had been compromised, the rest would be upon us at any moment.
“Nicole, I need your help.”
Nicole swiveled around on her butt and then slowly stood up. 
“Shoot anyone who appears through that doorway,” I said. “Okay?”
She raised the 1911, and with shaky hands, aimed it at the doorway.
Strangely, I heard no movement in the house. Nor did I hear any movement, or footsteps, outside anymore. 
“This is bad,” I whispered. “This is really bad.”
I knew what they were doing, even though I couldn’t see them. Their sudden silence told me everything I needed to know. They hadn’t left, that I was sure of, but they also weren’t going to pop their heads in that doorway. 
Peaches looked up at me and said, “What’s going on?” 
“They’re gonna wait us out. That’s what’s going on. They’ve probably taken up positions in the house. They’re gonna force us to make the next move, lead us into one of their traps.”
Nicole began shaking so much she could barely hold the gun steady. “I don’t wanna die.”
I glanced down at Peaches. She was still looking up at me. “We have to leave. Make for the Jeep and get out of here. I’m sorry, but it’s our only chance.”
Peaches nodded. “How are we gonna get past them though?”
“The Jeep is right on the other side of this garage door. I’m gonna open it. Then I’m gonna shoot anyone standing in our way. Nicole, you keep your gun on that doorway until I tell you to move. This is important.”
With the butt of the rifle against my shoulder, I quietly moved to the front of the garage. On the wall near the open doorway was the big garage door button, glowing white. I waved for Peaches to come closer. I didn’t want her and Olivia stuck defenseless on the side with the big door once it started to open.
“Nicole, remember. Wait for my word.”
Ready?
One. Two. Three.
I pressed the garage door button. The electric motor kicked on, chain moving, slowly pulling the garage door upward. Bright sunlight filled the garage, illuminating all of Ted’s most treasured possessions—and the three infected standing in the driveway. Once the garage door came to a stop, a young black woman wasted no time diving for Nicole. I shot her down just as the tips of her fingers raked Nicole’s back. Despite having multiple infected just feet behind her, Nicole kept her 1911 pointed at the interior garage door, just as I had ordered.
The other two infected, a man and a woman, stood in front of the Jeep watching as the eager black woman rolled on the pavement into a bush, blood spitting out of her side. I had my rifle sighted on the man, who was the next closest to Nicole, waiting for him to make his move. I thought about firing off a few warning shots in their direction. Maybe they’d back off and let us get to the Jeep. But I had to be extra careful about where I placed my shots. I didn’t want to accidently puncture one of the Jeep’s tires and ruin our getaway vehicle.
I started to squeeze the trigger just as two infected stormed through the interior door to my right. Nicole opened fire on the first one, a mountain of a man, tall and wide. His enormous frame made for an easy target, even for a novice like Nicole, as he took numerous shots in the chest and immediately fell to his knees in the doorway. The second one, much thinner, ducked behind him, used him as a shield. Once he noticed my rifle pointed at him, he scurried back into the hallway. 
Meanwhile, Nicole had stopped shooting and started screaming. The infected man in the driveway had tackled her from behind while I was distracted. His female partner in crime thought she’d try her luck at Peaches, who was beside me with her arms wrapped tightly around Olivia. 
I would have let this one live, had she just backed off. Instead, she ran toward the three of us at full speed. I might have been able to wrestle her away, but I wasn’t taking any chances—not with Peaches or Olivia. Last thing I wanted hanging over my head was more regrets, should I make the wrong choice. It wouldn’t take long to kill an infant. It took even less time to pull the trigger. I had a split second to make a decision, so I made the easy choice. The infected woman collapsed forward against a stack of boxes as bullets whipped through her body.
“Get to the car!” I yelled to Peaches. 
Nicole, however, couldn’t get anywhere. She was preoccupied with the man on top of her, brutally slamming his fists into her face. I hurried over and jabbed the butt of the rifle into the back of his head. He didn’t go limp, as I had hoped. But I had gotten his attention. From his knees, he turned and tried to grab me, and I hit him again. And again. And again. I stopped when a large gash opened up next to his right eye; blood began pouring out, blinding him. Nicole snuck out from under his legs and then ran for the Jeep. Then I finished the job.
Peaches started the Jeep from the passenger seat as I ran over. Nicole was wondering where to sit, as the backseat was stuffed with the boxes I’d packed earlier.
I slung the rifle over my back. “Here,” I said, grabbing the first box I’d packed—the one with the assortment of random items—and tossed it out on to the driveway. A flashlight fell out and began rolling down toward the road. “Get in.”
Noises behind me. More breaking glass.
One of the infected had climbed back out of the broken window near the front door. I grabbed the rifle off my back and shot him down. Then I took some more shots into the garage. Three infected, including the one who had used the fat man as a shield, burst through the doorway. I pulled the trigger as fast as I could, firing off seven or eight rounds before one punctured the hot water heater. I winced, thinking the tank might explode from the sudden release of pressure, but all it did was release a torrent of water, gushing out in all directions from the bullet wound. In no time, the remaining infected and most of Ted’s supplies became drenched in water.
I had no clue if Ted’s generator had kept the hot water heater running, but if the water was hot, the infected didn’t show the least bit of pain as it rained down on them.
“Jimmy, come on!” Peaches yelled.
I lowered the rifle, slung it around my back, and then got into the Jeep.
Well, I fed his fish, if only once.
You’re welcome, Ted.
 





 
“What’s the name of the street?”
“Chestnut,” Nicole replied. “You’re gonna be making a left ahead.”
We weren’t two minutes away from Ted’s before we came to a unanimous decision.
Screw this fucking town.
The clock on the dash said it was 4:45 p.m. We had an hour and fifteen minutes to make it to a Walgreens somewhere in Orlando. I had read the note three or four times but couldn’t remember what road Robinson had said it was on. And I sure as hell wasn’t going back to Ted’s to retrieve the note to find out. Instead, we’d stop off at last night’s campsite to get the gear they left for us, and the map to the location. 
First stop, however, was Nicole’s house, so she could grab a few things. Since it was close by, I didn’t protest.
Much.
“Don’t take long,” I said, pulling the Jeep into the driveway. “That means five minutes. Also, don’t grab more than you can fit on your lap.”
“I won’t. You guys can come in,” Nicole said, hopping out.
Peaches looked at me. “I actually have to use the bathroom.”
I shrugged. “I’ll wait here. Remember, the clock is ticking.”
While they were inside, I got out of the Jeep and surveyed the street. Chestnut Drive. So far I didn’t see any infected. I kept the rifle on my back just in case that changed.
Two minutes later I was bored, which got me thinking, which ultimately led to me remembering something Nicole had said earlier during fun story time. 
I swear I heard sounds coming from the shed.
Did you really?
Curiosity led me around the side of the house, over the chain-linked fence, and into Nicole’s backyard.
I had to be catlike, fast and quiet. Because I was up to no good. Because I didn’t want either of the girls knowing, especially Nicole. It was her husband in there, after all, the man she had promised to love until death parted them—the man she’d killed with a pair of gardening shears. Or had she? 
I crept around the shed, looking for any weak spots. It was old, and there were many sections where rust had settled in, but I didn’t spot any holes. If an animal had gotten in there, it couldn’t have been larger than a mouse.
I went around to the front. There was a giant padlock on the door to keep thieves out, or infected in. I stood there listening, thinking I heard movement on the other side. The sound of shuffling feet. So I did what anyone would do in my position, I lightly tapped on the shed door. And something tapped back, only it was more like a hand pushing against the metal door, trying to open it. When it began uttering guttural growls from its mouth, I had heard enough.
I was back in the driver’s seat of the Jeep only seconds before Peaches emerged from the front door.
“Miss me?” she asked.
“Of course.”
She got into the passenger seat. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing. Why?”
“You just look a little pale.”
I felt a little pale.
She sat up with her knees on the seat and looked around. “You see anyone?”
I shook my head. 
Nicole came out of the house with a backpack around one shoulder. I expected more.
“Got everything?” I asked.
She nodded and got in the backseat. “I’m ready.”
So was I.
Ten minutes later, heading west down the highway, driving mostly off road, we came upon the blue Mack truck Peaches and I had used for shelter. I slowed down and stopped the Jeep, looked around. There was very few infected on the highway anymore, and those that I did see were a good distance away. As we went further west, however, we’d undoubtedly run into more and more.
“Disgusting,” Nicole said, looking down at the mangled corpse of a man not three feet from the Jeep. “This is where you guys camped?” 
“No,” Peaches said. “We camped in the woods.”
I walked over and looked down at the corpse. I believe this guy was the one who had been sleeping against the front of the Jeep—the one I’d shot dead in the head. Flies circled what was left of his body. Most of his flesh was gone, right down to the bone. His ribcage had been pried apart and his chest hollowed out like a pumpkin.
I wasn’t gonna ask either of the girls what they thought could have done this. After the experience at the shed, I think I knew. Nor would I point out that many of the other bodies had disappeared since we’d last been there.
All would be revealed, in good time.
We found our way back to the campsite without much trouble, and that was only because Peaches had led the way. Had I been in the lead we probably would have ended up miles off course.
The camp looked different in the light of day.
Nicole and Peaches sat down near the small black pit that was once a fire, while I unzipped the lone tent Robinson and company had left for us. Inside was way more stuff than I could fit into the Jeep, even if I had the will to carry it back to the highway. There were two guns, a rifle similar to the one on my back, and a shotgun. Next to the guns was a cardboard box with various smaller boxes of ammunition stacked inside it. Beside that box was another box with just food in it, mostly MRE’s, but also rice and dried beans. But most importantly, there was a map with a sticky note on it.
It said, I hope you found this in time.
I checked my watch. 5:18 p.m.
I hope I did too, I thought, as I took off the note and opened up the map. They had circled a section in red to indicate the location of the Walgreens. Narcoossee was the name of the road. I was pleasantly surprised. It wasn’t too far down the highway, before the Airport. Fifteen miles, perhaps. We might get there right in time.
I folded the map back up as best I could and then shoved it into the box with the ammo. Then I carried it and the two guns out of the tent and set them down on the ground. It seemed incredibly stupid to leave behind the food, but I didn’t see how we could get it to fit in the Jeep, and we already had a box of food in there.
“Good news,” I said, smiling. “The place isn’t far. We should make it.”
Assuming nothing got in our way, naturally.
“Great,” Peaches said. “I suppose you expect us to carry stuff now.”
“In a minute. I’m gonna check something first.”
“What?”
“Something … you both stay here.”
I wandered off from the campsite with no fear of getting lost. I knew exactly where I was going. Before long, I was looking down on Diego again, just as I had after he had committed suicide. Only, his body was unrecognizable. Like the man by the highway, like the ones in the street near Nicole’s house, something had filled up on his flesh.
Something? 
Behind me, a sudden scream, and then Peaches yelling my name repeatedly.
I turned, ran.
When I got back to the campsite, I stood in shock as a small child was attached to one of Nicole’s legs. But not just any child, the cute, round-faced, little girl I’d shot in the heart and left to die. One of her legs was missing below the knee. 
“Get it off me!” Nicole screamed, trying to pull her leg free. “Please!”
I pulled out Sally and almost took a shot, but Nicole was moving around too much. So I moved closer to get a better look, and that’s when I saw the blood trickling down from Nicole’s leg. The little girl was holding on by her teeth.
With my free hand, I grabbed the little girls remaining foot and yanked her off Nicole. She immediately turned and went after me, but I stepped back and shot her twice. Once in the shoulder and once in the back.
And yet, she kept coming, crawling after me on her belly, her face blue and gray, moaning, while Nicole’s blood—and possibly even Diego’s—poured out of her open mouth.
The third shot would put an end to her for good.
The third shot was to the head.
I hovered, not too close, around the corpse of the little girl, still in shock at what had occurred. On the other side of the camp, Nicole was crying out in pain. Peaches was beside her.
“Jimmy, do we have a first aid kit?” Peaches asked.
I walked over to the girls, bent down to look at Nicole’s leg. Then I looked up at Peaches and shook my head. “We did. It was in the box we left in Ted’s driveway.”
“It hurts … so … so bad,” Nicole cried.
The little girl had taken a good-sized chunk off Nicole’s calf, exposing some of the muscle tissue.
“We need to stop the bleeding,” Peaches said.
“There’s … a shirt,” Nicole said, grimacing in pain. “In my … my pack.”
I unzipped Nicole’s backpack and got out the shirt. Then handed it to Peaches.
“She’s gonna need some drugs or something,” Peaches said. “Otherwise there’s a good chance this might get infected.”
I had a feeling, it already was.
Five minutes later, I was positive.
Nicole had stopped crying. Her face slowly lost color, and she had trouble keeping her eyes open.
“Stay with us,” Peaches said. She had Nicole’s head resting in her lap next to Olivia.
Nicole looked up at her and said, “It doesn’t hurt anymore.”
Peaches put her hand on Nicole’s forehead. “You feel hot.”
“Do I?” Nicole spoke slow and soft. “I feel fine now … just … fine.”
Peaches looked up at me pacing around the campsite. “We have to go into town, try and find her some meds.”
I checked my watch. 5:35 p.m.
“We have twenty-five minutes to meet the others.”
“Jimmy, if we don’t do something, she might…”
She didn’t have to finish the sentence. A minute later, Nicole was completely unresponsive.
“You better get away from her,” I said. “She’s going fast.”
“I think … I think she might already be gone,” Peaches said, feeling for a heartbeat.
“Then get away from her.”
Peaches gently set Nicole’s head down on the ground, hoisted Olivia up, and then walked over beside me. “I don’t understand. That little girl was dead. You shot her. We saw her die.”
I nodded. “I guess she woke back up.”
Peaches shook her head in disbelief. “And Nicole … how did she die so fast … from a bite? How does that make sense?”
I had an answer, but I wasn’t ready to share it yet. I sat down on the ammo box and stared at Nicole’s lifeless body, waiting. 
“Shouldn’t we go?” Peaches asked. “We don’t have much time, and I … I don’t want to be here anymore.”
“We’ll go in a minute.”
“Why are we waiting?”
Because I had to see, that’s why. 
I had to know.
Peaches grabbed Nicole’s backpack with her free hand and sat down beside me. She pulled out some photos and flipped through them.
“This must have been her husband,” she said, flashing me one of the photos. “Not a bad looking guy.”
I didn’t look at it. I didn’t even turn my head. I continued staring at Nicole lying still, Sally in my hand, finger on the trigger, ready and waiting. Exhausted, sweating from the heat, breathing slowly to calm my heartbeat. 
And waiting…
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Everything was about to change.
Again.
I sat on a box of ammunition, my gun pointed at a dead woman named Nicole, waiting and wondering how in the hell it had come to this. A nice, caring, voluptuous former prostitute named Peaches sat next to me. In her arms was a baby, only days old, that we had named Olivia. 
Not my girl. Not my baby. Both my responsibility.
How in the hell had it come to this?
I shut my eyes momentarily and dreamed of two weeks ago—dreamed I was in my quaint little home above the bookstore, lying in my bed, eating ice cream, watching television. There was no outbreak yet. No virus. No people on the television dressed in hazmat suits. No containment zone. No sleeping victims. The twenty-four hour news cycle stuck like herpes to everyone’s favorite topic, the upcoming presidential election. The talking heads talked and talked and talked—filled the airwaves with hot air. Would the president lose because of the poor economy? Did the presumptive republican nominee really wear magic underwear?
Who cares? I sure didn’t. 
Days later, no one else would either, even the talking heads. It’s the ultimate cliché, but it all happened so fast. 
Now, however, with my eyes shut, dreaming of better times, the world seemed as though it couldn’t turn any slower. Just when I thought I had it all figured out…
Everything was about to change.
I opened my eyes, checked the time.
5:41 p.m.
“Well…” Peaches said.
“Less than twenty minutes.”
Peaches had finished going through Nicole’s backpack and now sat rocking Olivia. “We’re never gonna make it in time. Not with the highway all jammed up like it is.”
“You’re right. But maybe they’ll wait a little longer.”
“Maybe they will. Maybe they won’t. Do you really want to take that chance?”
“We don’t have any choice now. Like you said, we’ll never make it in time anyway.”
“But every minute we sit here—”
I sighed. “I know. I know.”
“Jimmy, let’s go,” Peaches whispered. “Please.”
I finally took my eyes off Nicole’s dead body and looked over at Peaches. I could see the concern written on her face, and I knew it wasn’t because of what had happened with Nicole anymore. Peaches was a tough woman. She had been through a lot of hard times in her life—a lot of pain, regret, loss. If anything, she knew how to bounce back, and she was dealing with the reality of this new world better than I was. And that was the problem—that was the source of concern on her face. Me. I was all she had left, and she was afraid I was falling to pieces.
I was afraid too. 
“Okay,” I finally said. I placed Sally back in her holster and stood up. “Let’s try to carry as much of this stuff as possible.” I poked my head back into the tent and grabbed the small box of food. With Nicole’s seat now open, there would be more room in the Jeep for supplies. “Do you think you can carry this with one arm?”
“I don’t know. How heavy is it?”
I shrugged. “Not heavy.”
Peaches shifted Olivia around to one side of her chest. “I’ll try. I wish I had one of those baby harness things.”
“If you can’t carry it, then we’ll just leave it behind. I don’t want to make a second trip.”
“Neither do I. Here … give it to me.” I handed over the box. She cradled it with her right arm. “Oh yeah, that’s not that heavy.”
“Good, cause now I’m gonna put this shotgun on your back.”
“Oooook.”
Now that Peaches was all loaded up like a mule, I slung the rifle Ted had left us around my back and picked up the box of ammo. It was much heavier than the box of food. “I guess that’s it.”
“Should we take Nicole’s backpack?” Peaches asked.
“Take it where?”
“I don’t know. Just seems kinda sad leaving it out here. She’s got a lifetime of memories in there.”
“All the more reason why it should stay here … with her. We all left behind stuff we cared about.”
Peaches nodded. “Yeah, you’re right.”
“Come on, let’s get out of here.”
We began walking away, only to have a sudden sound from behind us stop us dead in our tracks. Peaches and I slowly turned to look at each other, and then turned to look at Nicole. She was clawing at the dirt, trying to raise herself up. 
“She’s … not dead,” Peaches whispered.
I wasn’t so sure of that.
Nicole slowly raised her head. It couldn’t have been more than ten minutes since she passed, and yet she looked like she’d been dead much longer. Her once green eyes had turned the color of dust. The skin on her face looked frail, pulled tight, drained of all blood. Her hair looked dry and brittle, her lips blue and cracked. She opened her mouth and showed us her teeth. Her gums were red and inflamed.
Peaches dropped back behind me. “What’s wrong with her?”
“She’s infected.”
“But … how?”
Much harder question to answer, but I had a few ideas. 
We both stood back and watched Nicole gradually make it to her feet. She resembled a toddler, wobbling around on stiff legs, trying to figure out how to walk for the first time.
I dropped the box of ammo and drew Sally. 
I’d seen enough.
Nicole looked over and bared her teeth again, moaning. When she started toward us, limping like a homeless guy with a bad knee, I shot her twice in the chest.
Why would I waste two bullets, knowing it probably wouldn’t stop her?
Answer: I wanted to be proven wrong. I wanted to believe there was still some chance, however small and unlikely, that Nicole hadn’t become the thing I’d once enjoyed watching on TV and in movies, and read about in numerous books. The fictional creature that had so many different names. Undead. Ghoul. Walker.
Zombie.
The two bullets tore through Nicole’s already bloodstained chest, slowing her momentum, but not her desire. She continued toward us, her mouth open unnaturally wide, her vocal chords struggling to express how much she would enjoy eating us with each guttural moan.
Sorry to disappoint you, dear.
I aimed north of Nicole’s chest, looked down Sally’s sights, and pulled the trigger one final time. 
Nicole’s head snapped back as the bullet entered her brain. Her legs gave out and she fell—like the dead weight she was—hard to the ground. Her mouth lay open in a snarl, but she’d moan no more. She was dead, for the second time.
I glanced back at Peaches. She was trying to calm Olivia, who had started crying after the first two gunshots.
“Did that really just happen?” she asked over Olivia’s cries.
I nodded and secured Sally back into her holster. Then I bent down and picked back up the box of ammo. “Okay, now we can go.”





 
Despite having only fifteen minutes till the deadline Robinson had set, neither of us were in much of a hurry as we left the campsite. There was no way we’d make it to the Walgreens by six. Not after all the time I’d wasted sitting around waiting on Nicole to reanimate. Not even if there were no cars on the highway. Too many miles. Too little time. Whether we’d see our friends again was now in the hands of fate.
“Do you have the map?” Peaches asked.
I stopped walking. “Oh shit. I think I…”
“You left it back at camp?”
“I think so. No … wait … wait a minute.” I set down the box of ammo. Opened it. The map was wedged between two boxes of shotgun shells. “It’s in here.”
“Okay, good.”
“Yeah, I forgot I put it in there.”  
I lifted the box back up and we were once again on our way.
A few minutes later, we reached the highway. We loaded the stuff into the back of the Jeep and then began heading west toward Orlando, driving mostly on the shoulder.
“So … how did you know?” Peaches asked.
“How did I know what?”
“That Nicole would, you know…”
I took my eyes off the road for a moment and looked over at Peaches. “Come back?”
“Yeah.”
“The missing bodies were the first clue. The eaten bodies were the second. Then when you were inside Nicole’s house using the bathroom, I snuck into the backyard and checked on her husband. He was still locked in the shed, right where she had left him. And I could hear him in there. He was alive.”
“Why didn’t you tell me?”
“I didn’t want to say anything in front of Nicole. She was already emotional enough. Plus, who knows, maybe she just thought she killed him. I still had my doubts. Once I saw the little girl … that was it. That was the final clue.”
“But how can a dead person just come back to life?”
“You saw it with your own eyes.”
“I know what I saw … but still … how?”
“You’ve never heard of zombies before?”
“Of course I have, but zombies aren’t real. There has to be some logical explanation, doesn’t there? I mean … is every dead person just gonna start coming back to life now?”
“Only the infected ones. Remember the kid Diego had killed. He wasn’t infected, which was why he stayed dead. Those other ones we killed in the street—the ones who hadn’t been shot in the head, I’m thinking they woke up, fed on the others who had been shot in the head, and then must have wandered off.”
“But how do they just … wake up?”
“I can only guess.”
Peaches waited for me to elaborate further. When I didn’t, she said, “Go ahead.”
I let my mind marinate for a second, and then cooked up my hypothesis. 
“If they die, then the virus dies, right? It can’t live without the host. So what if after death, the virus mutates to save itself, gathering in the brain and rewiring it somehow, allowing the body of the dead person to be reanimated.”
“That sounds crazy.”
“Is there anything about this world now that isn’t crazy? Hundreds of millions of people in this country, maybe billions worldwide, went into a coma and then woke up changed, with no recollection of their former life. It’s like their memories have been totally wiped clean. They are violent only to those of us who are immune, while organizing with each other for some mass migration.”
“Nicole was immune though. She was like us.”
“Nicole became infected once that little girl bit her.”
“Then she wasn’t really immune?”
“Well, if what I’m saying is right, then while Nicole may have been immune to the original strand, she was not immune to the mutated version. Which means, we might not be either.”
“That’s a comforting thought.”
“The new strand passed into Nicole when that little girl bit her, and it went to work immediately shutting down her body, turning her into something it could use.”
“Use? Use for what? It sounds like you’re saying the virus has a mind of its own.”
“Once it takes over the brain and reanimates them, it basically does. That’s why the only way to destroy it is to destroy the brain.”
Highway 528 was a toll road with three collection spots en route to Orlando. I slowed down as we came to the first of the three. Each lane was packed with cars. As we got closer, even the shoulder became blocked, forcing us to a complete stop.
“Great,” I said, looking for a way around.
Orange road cones had been put out in an effort to keep the traffic orderly. Many of the cones lay on their side, clear evidence that a lot of drivers hadn’t paid much attention to them.
I turned off into the grass and drove along the edge of the trees, but soon had to stop again. The toll plaza was still a good fifty yards ahead.
“Well, there’s no way through,” I said, putting the Jeep in park. “Forgot about the tolls.”
“What should we do?”
I stood up on the seat and looked around. Only a few infected heading west. None an immediate threat. 
“Hey,” Peaches said. “Isn’t that Robinson’s car? I think I recognize the number.”
Parked crossways to our position was a police car, though I had no idea if it was Robinson’s or not. There were police cars all over the place. We’d passed dozens on the short drive from the campsite. The number on the back bumper also meant nothing to me. I wasn’t particularly good at remembering numbers.
“I’ll check,” I said, hopping out of the Jeep to get a closer look. I couldn’t see much through the dark tinted windows, but as I moved around to the front, it became instantly obvious Peaches was right. Not only was the front end bloodied up and dented from all the people Robinson had plowed over, there was writing on the hood in black marker.
Take white SUV on other side.
Robinson.
Once again, I loaded Peaches up with all she could carry and we set off on foot, leaving Ted’s Jeep behind for good. Instead of squeezing between the cars at the toll booths, we walked behind the faculty building. Parked on the other side was a white SUV. Further out, a line of police and military vehicles. 
“Wow,” I said. “They weren’t letting anyone through.”
“That’s incredible.”
“Good for us, though. Look at the highway.”
Beyond the barrier was nothing but empty lanes as far as we could see.
“That should save us some time,” Peaches said.
“A lot of time,” I agreed. I checked my watch. 6:09 p.m. “Even though we’re already late.”
The keys to the white SUV were on the seat. It started without a problem, and had plenty of gas. Back on the now empty highway, I cruised along at a comfortable fifty miles per hour until we reached the second toll plaza. I dropped down to thirty and drove through the spacious pre-paid lanes. There were a few police and maintenance vehicles parked on the other side, but no military this time. I accelerated back up to fifty. I wanted to go faster but the number of infected on the highway had steadily begun to grow since the last toll station. Most heard us coming and knew to get out of the way, but it would only take one to screw things up.
Soon, we came upon exit 13.
Narcoossee Road. 
I stopped at the end of the off ramp. “Which way?”
Peaches had the map open in her lap. Olivia helped her study it. “Turn right.”
I maneuvered around a number of police cars and headed northwest down Narcoossee. The road was mostly clear of vehicles. The police had done an admirable job shutting down the area, not allowing anyone access to the highway.
“What side of the road is it on?”
“Looks like the right,” Peaches replied. “Should be coming up soon. You think they’ll still be there?”
The clock on the dash read: 6:18 p.m.
“I don’t know. I hope. The area is surprisingly clear of infected.”
“Yeah, I think I’ve only seen a few since we exited the highway.”
So had I, and then we passed the Aldi Food Market, and we suddenly knew why.
“Oh my God,” I said, slowing down as the Walgreens sign came into view between some trees. “Tell me that’s not the one we’re going to.”
Peaches didn’t answer. The look on her face answered for her.
I slowed to a stop. Both of us looked on in silence.
Amazed.
Hundreds of people surrounded the Walgreens, packed shoulder to shoulder covering every corner of the parking lot, and blocking every entrance and exit. They faced the building like a crowd of restless concertgoers waiting for the show to begin.
And in short time, it would.





 
“Well, I think we made it in time,” I said. “That’s the good news.”
The hundreds of infected people keeping watch on the Walgreens, waiting patiently for our friends to greet them outside, was the bad news.
“We have to get their attention somehow,” Peaches said. “Lure them away.”
“Should I drive by with the music up really loud?”
“That’s one way of going about it. But then again, do we really want all those people chasing after us?”
“It’s not like they’ll be able to catch us. If we can lead them far enough away, it might give the others the chance they need to escape. Then we circle back around and follow them.”
I took my foot off the break and coasted by the building. Not one of the infected turned to acknowledge us. I turned around at an intersection of Lee Vista Blvd and drove back by again, slower this time, revving the engine. I put down the window, yelled at them. Still, they paid us no attention.
“They’re awfully committed,” I said. “We may have to start shooting.”
Between the Walgreens and Lee Vista was a retention pond. I pulled the white SUV up and over the curb and parked in the grass. Then I got out and walked around to the other side. I shielded my eyes from the harsh setting sun to the west as I peered across the pond at the infected. There was no time to waste. In another hour or so, it would be dark.
Peaches opened up the passenger door and leaned out. “Do you need me to do anything?”
“You can help be my eyes,” I said. I opened up the back door and began readying one of the rifles.
“You got binoculars in one of those boxes?”
“No.”
“That’s too bad.”
I popped the magazine into the rifle and charged the bolt. “You saw all the stuff Ted had in his garage. I couldn’t grab everything.” 
“You gonna be able to hit anything from this far away?”
“Well, if things go like I want, I won’t need to be accurate.” I shut the door and focused back on the infected maybe seventy-five yards away. “I’m not looking for head shots. I don’t even really care if I hit anything, long as I get their attention. So … stay ready. We might have to leave in a hurry.”
Peaches slid out of the car, Olivia wrapped up in her arms. “What exactly do you want me to do again?”
“Just keep your eyes out. There could be more in the area. Don’t want to get ambushed from behind.”
I walked out to the edge of the pond and shouldered the rifle. I’d never shot a target at this distance before, nor was I that proficient with the rifle yet, but with thirty rounds at my disposal I hopefully wouldn’t need to be. 
I took aim at the biggest target I could see, and then pulled the trigger.
Round one was a hit. Success! The fat infected man crumbled to the ground. Unfortunately, no one else moved, not even the two on either side of him. They stood, staring at the back of the persons head in front of them.
Round two would achieve better results. Slightly better. After seeing the second of their fellow psychos hit the deck, three of the infected peeled off from the crowd and began running our way. As I expected, the pond acted as a nice barrier, forcing them to go all the way around to reach our position. I fired off five or six rounds at the three defectors before I realized hitting fast moving targets at long distance was near impossible. To make matters worse, they didn’t all head the same way around the pond—two went left and one went right—which had me whirling around, trying to aim and shoot two different directions.
“Peaches!” I yelled. “Get ready to go!”
I took my sights off the three running our way, now almost clear of the pond, and aimed back at the crowd in the distance. I sprayed a dozen more bullets, half finding a mark, before lowering the rifle and running back to the SUV. I’d managed to get five or six more concertgoers to leave the main stage. The first three converged upon us just as I made it back in the driver’s seat and shut the door. One of them disappeared under the front bumper as I jumped the curb and slid out on to the road. Moments later, we were flying east down Lee Vista Blvd. The infected didn’t bother chasing us.
We stopped at a church a half mile down the road.
“That didn’t work at all,” Peaches said.
I sighed. “They were supposed to scatter. A few at a time is useless. It would take a much better shooter, and probably more ammo then we got in that box, to clear enough of them out.”
“I think I saw another SUV on the side of the building when we were driving off.”
“White?”
“Yeah, it looked just like this one.”
“Hmm. These might be some type of unmarked government vehicles. I don’t have any doubt they’re trapped in there, but I wonder how long they’ve been surrounded like that.”
“They’re probably wishing they left earlier.”
“Then we need to make them glad they stayed. We have to break them out somehow.”
For a few minutes, we sat in silence. I tried to think of ideas—something infinitely more brilliant than shredding through them Robbie Robinson style with the car—but was coming up empty. Since we were in a church parking lot, I prayed to God to give me answers, and if not, please bestow upon Peaches the wisdom to guide us toward a better idea.
Finally, she turned to me and said, “If we had a plane, we could drop bombs on them.”
Oh geez. So much for Peaches saving the day.
“Too bad Ted didn’t have any grenades,” she continued, smiling wildly. 
She wasn’t serious, but she seriously got me thinking.
Thank you, God!
We didn’t have a plane. Or bombs. Or grenades. But if we could find the right ingredients, we might be able to assemble the poor man’s equivalent.
“I have an idea,” I said, and pulled out of the church parking lot.
Across the street was a residential neighborhood. I idled along, looking for any open garage doors. 
“What’s the plan?” Peaches asked. “Where are we going?”
I turned left at a stop sign and continued down a long stretch of road, passing a dozen or more houses before finding one with the garage open. I pulled into the driveway and put the car in park.
“We need gasoline,” I said, and hopped out.
Peaches followed me into the garage. “There are gas stations all around.”
“Yeah, and they’ve all got no power. Pumps are probably shut off.”
I searched the garage but found no portable cans of gasoline.
“Well … shit. I guess we keep looking. These people don’t even have a lawnmower. Or any lawn equipment.”
“This neighborhood is pretty nice. They probably pay someone to take care of their lawn. Or they did.”
“There’s gotta be someone around here who mows their own lawn.”
“Maybe, but what do you need gasoline for anyway … you gonna set something on fire?”
“Yep,” I said, climbing back into the car.
Peaches climbed in the other side. “What?”
“Them.”
The search went on. We had to turn around when the street led into a dead end.
“Have you ever siphoned gas from a car before?” I asked.
“No, never had a reason to do that.”
“Neither have I. But we do now. If we can’t find any gas cans, we might have to give it a shot. We passed a Home Depot on Narcoossee just before we reached the Walgreens. Bet we can find some plastic tubing there. I remember Ted had some in his garage, but I didn’t really consider what it was for at the time.”
“So … should we just try that then?”
I stopped the car back at the house with the open garage. “Tell you what, let’s go door to door. I bet some of these houses are unlocked.”
We both exited the car. 
“Are we splitting up?” Peaches asked.
I smirked. “Absolutely not. But we need to hurry. Sun will be down soon.”
Three houses down from the SUV we found a house with the backdoor unlocked. Went inside. Looked around in the dark garage. No gasoline.
Errrrrr.
We checked a second house, but the third one was the charm.
“Bingo,” I said, lifting up the red gas canister. “Almost full too.”
“How many gallons are in there?”
I carried the heavy can into the house and set it on the kitchen counter where I could read the label. “Five gallons.”
“Is that enough?”
“That’s up to the infected. I sure hope it is.”
“Before we go, I gotta go.”
Peaches handed Olivia off to me and headed for the bathroom. Women and their small bladders.
By the time she was done, I had to go too. 
I handed Olivia back and left to drain the main vein. When I returned, I grabbed the five-gallon can of gas and we left the house. 
We headed back down Lee Vista toward the Walgreens. I slowed down as the building appeared up on the left. I saw the white SUV Peaches had mentioned. The infected who had rounded the pond in pursuit of us had all rejoined the large group in front of the store. Except for one. The fastest of the three, a skinny guy who had made the mistake of jumping in front of the car. He lay twisted on the curb, not moving. Dead. However, the virus inside of him, I knew, was very much still alive. 
I stopped the car next to him, jumped out, drew Sally, and shot him in the head. None of the infected across the water seemed to respond to the loud noise. 
I jumped back into the car, glanced over at Peaches. “Let’s see him come back from that.”
“Shouldn’t he have already come back? It’s been at least twenty minutes or so since he died. Nicole came back quicker than that, didn’t she?”
“But Nicole contracted the mutated version directly, which is clearly much stronger, and more deadly. Remember when we left Ted’s yesterday evening with the group. The bodies in the road were all still there, and it had been hours since they’d died. When we went back this morning many of them were gone, and the remaining ones had been eaten. So it’s hard to say exactly how long it takes for the virus to mutate once they die, but it must be at least six hours.”
Peaches sighed. “God … this is a nightmare.”
I had no argument or encouraging words to add.
We pulled in to a 7 Eleven across the street from the Walgreens.
“What are we getting here?” Peaches asked.
“Lotto, of course,” I said. “Look at that Powerball jackpot.”
“No, really.”
The three of us got out, two of us under our own power, and went into the store. Right near the entrance, stacked in cardboard boxes, was what we came for—cheap sparkling wine. I pulled a bottle out, examined it.
“That didn’t take long,” I said. “No cork, either.”
“What are we gonna do with wine bottles?”
I smiled. “Make cocktails, my dear.”
Peaches smiled back. “Oh, okay, I get it now.”
“I knew you would.”
I carried the box outside and started emptying the bottles, twelve in all. I figured we’d have to find a corkscrew, but the twist off caps made things super easy—a real time saver. Good thing too, cause we were about to lose light. The sky was turning a darker shade of blue by the minute. Peaches was still inside the store searching for some rags we could tie on to the bottles. I had half of the bottles emptied when she came outside.
“Will these work? I found them in the back.”
She handed me some old stained cleaning rags. I counted them. “They’ll probably work. There’s only five though. Was there any more back there?”
“I’ll check.”
She left. While she was gone, I finished pouring out the wine from the remaining bottles. Then I got the gas can out of the car, took off the cap, and screwed on the spout.
“Found three more,” Peaches said, exiting the store.
“Eight in all then. I guess that’ll have to do.” I set each of the wine bottles back in the box so they wouldn’t fall over while I poured the gas.
“Olivia needs to be fed.”
“Okay, go for it,” I said. Peaches fixed a bottle for Olivia and then sat down on the curb beside me. “How is she doing on formula?”
Peaches shrugged. “Okay for now. But it goes fast. Diapers are kinda low.”
“We’ll get some more soon.”
“She’ll be fine,” Peaches said, looking down at Olivia happily sucking from the plastic baby bottle. “Won’t you girl? You’re the toughest one of all.”
I smirked. “That’s probably true.”
“How many bottles can you fill?”
“We’ll see.” Turns out, I could have filled them all, but I stopped at eight. I screwed the caps back on the eight bottles to seal in the gasoline. “Got four practice bottles left.”
“What?”
“To practice throwing. We need to see how far away we can stand.”
“Shouldn’t you fill them then, so they’re the same weight?”
“Yeah, okay. No … hold on.” I went back inside the store and brought out another box of twelve bottles. “Let’s just use these. Weight should be close enough.”
Once Peaches finished feeding Olivia, we started throwing.
“Six each,” she said. “What are we aiming for?”
“Um … how about that dumpster?”
“I don’t know. That’s pretty far away.”
The dumpster was on the far end of the lot, surrounded by a concrete wall and fenced off in the front so no one could go diving.
“You might be able to hit it,” I said.
“I know I can. I’m worried about you.”
I laughed. “Good one.”
I threw first, starting with three of my six bottles for warm-up. Two of the three hit the dumpster, while the third landed just in front, shattering into many large chunks of glass. The wine inside splattered out in all directions.
“Not bad,” Peaches said. “Here, let me try. Take Olivia.”
Peaches stood ten paces back from where I had stood and achieved similar results through her first three throws.
But would I let her outdo me?
Hell no!
Now she’d see what I was really made of.
After my final throws, it was clear that what I was made of was sugar and spice and everything nice. Not a single bottle hit the target. Not one. Nada. 
Stupid, scrawny arms. 
I felt dejected. More so, after Peaches hit the dumpster two out of her last three throws from the furthest point yet.
“I guess that settles it,” I said. “You’re throwing.”
“I had good reason to be worried about you.”
I smiled. “Showoff.”





 
“Where should we tie the rags … on the neck, right?” Peaches asked.
“Try tying them on the lower end of the bottle. That way you can grab a hold of the neck to throw.”
“Oh, good thinking.”
The rags were just large enough to fit snuggly around the base. When we were finished tying them off, I went into the 7 Eleven to get a grill lighter and a bottle of lighter fluid. I stuck both into the box with the eight Molotov cocktails.
“Is that it?”
I set the box into the backseat of the SUV next to the rest of our supplies. “I think so. Now we just need a plan.”
“I thought you had a plan.”
Ten minutes later, we were in position. I parked the SUV in roughly the same spot as I had before, across from the retention pond. Moments earlier, I had dropped Peaches off closer to the building, behind a red sedan on the outer edge of the Walgreens parking lot. The car would give her some cover while she tossed the bottles.
I grabbed two full magazines, popped one into the rifle, and stuck the other one in my pocket. Then I climbed on to the hood of the car and shouldered the rifle. I could see Peaches poke her head up over the top of the red sedan, waiting for my signal. Below me, inside the SUV, I could hear Olivia start to cry. She probably needed to be changed, but that would have to wait. We had work to do first.
We’d hit the horde of infected from both sides, with fire and with bullets, simultaneously. If that didn’t get their attention, nothing would.
I pointed the rifle up at the darkening sky and fired one shot.
It was the signal.
Right on point, Peaches threw the first of the eight Molotov cocktails. The glass bottle sailed through the sky, end over end, the attached rag burning gloriously, and crashed to the ground right in front of the outer layer of infected. A perfect throw, if I ever saw one. This chick was amazing. As the glass broke, gasoline sprayed out in all directions, ignited by the burning rag, creating multiple strips of fire that instantly engulfed numerous infected. Without pause, they did what anyone would do when on fire. They freaked out. And the best part was, the others around them began to freak out too, especially after another bottle crashed nearby, producing a rolling wave of hot, orange flames.
I opened fire. I didn’t aim at any specific target, just the group as a whole. In a matter of seconds, I’d emptied half of the magazine, successfully wounding at least five infected. Unlike last time, none peeled off from the group and ran my way. They were blind to me, more concerned with the growing flames. Those that had caught fire shambled madly off into the crowd, spreading the fire to many others. I continued shooting, finishing off the first magazine, while Peaches continued hurling our homemade grenades over the red car, adding more fire to an already fiery lot.
Slowly, the crowd began to disperse. Peaches did a great job throwing the cocktails in different locations to spread the fire as wide as possible. I lost count as to how many she’d thrown. I kept shooting, taking closer aim now that the infected weren’t packed in so tight. Overhead, the blue sky was fading to black. Nightfall was upon us, making the flaming bottles an even more remarkable sight. They coasted through the air, falling like tiny meteorites to the ground, releasing liquid death upon all near the area of impact.
With the first magazine empty, I snatched the second from my pocket, popped it into the rifle, and began shooting again. A dozen rounds later, I lowered the rifle. There was no point in blowing my load too fast, especially since it was having less of an effect now that the large crowd had begun to thin out—those that were still alive, anyway. Dozens of bodies lay on the ground, a few still burning. 
Peaches stopped throwing cocktails and began yelling my name. It was too dark out now to spot her hiding behind the red car, but I had no problem seeing the man on fire lumbering toward her position. Three more infected immediately followed him. Then four more.
I hurried down from the hood of the SUV and jumped into the driver’s seat, hoping Peaches remembered the plan.
The SUV’s auto headlights came on and I was off, spinning around the corner of Lee Vista back on to Narcoossee Road. I had told Peaches if she got into trouble to make for the center of Narcoossee. As I rolled past the Walgreens on the left, more and more infected ran from the parking lot to the road. I hit the brakes, trying to avoid running anyone over and causing a multiple body pile up. To the right I saw Peaches cross to the other side of the road, the infected right on her tail. 
A moment later, a ball of fire erupted behind her.
I guess she had one cocktail left.
However, the infected weren’t the least bit intimidated anymore. She was so close now, right within their grasp. I was the only thing standing between them and the revenge they so desired.
No more being nice.
I hit the gas and plowed over the grassy median, knocking a few people out of my way in the process. I slid out into the road, thrown about in my seat. Through the crowd, I saw Peaches run into the parking lot of a Tire Kingdom. A parade of infected admirers followed her. The rest swarmed upon the SUV, surrounding me. 
Bad idea. 
I jammed the gas again and bulldozed through them with such ease Robinson would cry tears of joy. 
Upon clearing a path to the Tire Kingdom, I swore I heard gunfire. And not just one or two shots. Repeated gunfire.
I skidded to a stop next to Peaches. She opened the passenger door and leapt inside. I wasted no time putting the pedal back to the metal. The swarm of infected continued to chase after us like we had Justin Bieber tied up in the back.
God, how I wished that were true.
“How’s Olivia?” Peaches asked, reaching into the backseat.
“Hopefully not too shaken up,” I said, watching Peaches pull the baby into her lap. “Did you hear gunshots?”
“Yeah,” Peaches said, still trying to catch her breath. “The shots were coming from across the street. It must be them. I guess that means the plan worked … even if I almost died.”
She smiled at me, still breathing heavily.
“Isn’t the first time you’ve almost died,” I said.
“No, it’s becoming a regular thing.”
“At least you still have your glow.”
“It’s called sweat, and you’ve got it too.”
“Hell, I was sweating bullets.” 
I pulled out on to Narcoossee and crossed the median again, heading directly for the Walgreens parking lot. The fires had all went out, but the remnants of the battle remained. Bodies littered the lot, many still alive. I swerved around them and pulled alongside the front entrance of the store. One of the doors had become unhinged, the glass spotted with jagged bullet holes.
“Do you see them?” I asked.
Peaches stared out the passenger window, her big blonde head of curly hair blocking much of my view.
“Nope. And if they’re still inside, they’ve got company.”
A steady stream of infected coasted around the SUV and disappeared through the broken door.
Another round of gunfire rang out. Loud. Very close by.
“Must be coming from inside,” I said,
“I don’t know. I still can’t see anything. It’s too dark in there.”
“I’ll go in,” I said, throwing the car in park and reaching around for the rifle. “I still got a few shots left.”
“Are you crazy? You can’t go in there. It’s too dangerous. You could be shot.”
More gunfire. This time it sounded further away. Then came the sound of screeching tires from somewhere behind us.
We both turned to look out the back windshield. For a moment, there was only the dark shadow of faces as the infected continued to pass us by. Then I saw lights appear on the road that ran beside the Walgreens, followed closely by the other SUV identical to ours, quickly gaining speed.
“Never mind,” I said, flipping the car back into drive. “There they go.”
Without slowing down, the SUV drifted out on to Narcoossee, its tires crying out for mercy as they skipped against the pavement.
“They must not have seen us,” Peaches said. “They don’t know we’re here.”
“Then we’ll have to catch them,” I said, turning the car around.
I hoped that all my experience driving my grandma’s big behemoth had helped prepare me for this moment. Judging by the way our twin had taken that last corner—without even the slightest tap on the brakes—Robinson was likely behind the wheel. And there, he was a professional maniac.
I’d have my work cut out for me.
I slammed my foot on the gas. “Hang on.”





 
“They’re probably heading back to the highway,” I said, flying down Narcoossee, having left behind a wave of infected in my wake.
Peaches had both arms wrapped tight around Olivia like she was a good luck charm. “Be careful.”
“Hopefully they’ll slow down soon.”
“I can barely see their brake lights anymore. You should turn on the high beams.”
I took her advice. The added light wouldn’t help keep Robinson and company in my sights, but it might keep us from rear-ending a parked police car and soaring through the windshield to our deaths.
“They’re turning right,” Peaches said.
I nodded. “Just like I thought. They’re getting on the highway. Going west.”
I slowed down to take the on ramp. Not slow enough for Peaches.
“Jimmy, be careful,” she said again. She took one hand off Olivia and grabbed hold of the oh shit handle.
“I am. If I go any slower, we’ll never catch them. You know Robinson’s used to speeding … he’s a cop.”
On the highway, I increased speed, getting up to eighty miles per hour. Occasionally we’d lose the red of their brake lights around a bend, and then catch up with them again a mile later. When we reached I-4 ten miles further west, the distance between us closed instantly.
“They’re slowing down,” Peaches said.
I had already begun easing on to the brakes. “Actually, I think they’ve stopped.”
As we rolled closer, losing speed, I realized why.
Once again, the military had come out to play and left their big toys scattered all over the highway.
“Well, I don’t think we’re getting on to the interstate,” I said. “But at least we caught them. You can relax now.”
Peaches glanced over at me blank faced. “We can never relax … ever … again.”
Touché.
Just as I came up behind our car twin, the driver’s side door opened and Robinson stepped out into the wide spray of our headlights. I immediately cut off the high beams to save his eyes some pain.
“Jimmy?” he said, squinting into the light.
“It’s me,” I said, getting out of the car.
“Holy shit, it is you!” He jogged over and gave me a big bear hug. Chubby people always give the best hugs. “You made it!”
“Not quite on time.”
“That’s okay. We thought you were dead.”
I smirked. “Had a few close calls.”
Robinson finally stopped hugging me. The others—Bowser, Aamod, Naima, and Ted—all got out of the SUV and walked over.
“Look who’s alive,” Robinson said, turning to acknowledge them.
Bowser stuck out a hand. “Glad you’re not dead, Jimmy.”
“Likewise.” I shook his hand. “You want a hug too?”
Bowser smiled. “No, I’m good.”
“Okay, well you let me know if you change your mind.”
Aamod and Naima walked up next. Naima’s hug didn’t contain quite as much enthusiasm as Robinson’s had, but at least she didn’t stop five feet away and give me the evil eyes—like her father. Yeah, real shocker, Aamod wasn’t happy to see me. Aamod was never happy to see me. He still had his trusty shotgun in his hands, held down by his waist.
“You’re not gonna shoot me, are you?” I asked.
“No, why?”
“Because you look like you want to.”
Aamod neither confirmed nor denied my suspicions. All he did was walk away.
Walk.
Away.
Clearly, we still had a lot of work to do before we’d be anything resembling friends. But when he was good and ready, I’d give that man the best darn hug imaginable. He sure needed one.
“Glad you made it. How’s the Glock been treating you?” Ted asked, shaking my hand.
“You mean Sally,” Robinson chimed in.
“She’s saved my life … a few times.”
Ted nodded. “Well, that’s what they’re good for.”
Behind me, the passenger door opened and Peaches stepped out of the SUV. She had Olivia wrapped up in her arms.
“Hey,” Robinson said. “I was about to ask about you … and the baby. I didn’t see you hiding in there.”
“Sorry, Olivia needed to be changed.”
“No problem. It’s good to see you.” Naima took the baby from Peaches so Robinson could give out another one of his super duper hugs.
“We almost didn’t make it in time,” Peaches said.
“Yeah, we got a little held up at the Walgreens. You should have seen the herd parked outside. They had the place walled off. We were trapped inside for most of the day.”
“Yeah, we know,” I said. “And you’re welcome.”
“Wait … so that was your work?”
“I can’t believe you didn’t see us,” Peaches said.
“Or hear us,” I added. “I must have shot fifty rounds into that crowd.”
“We definitely heard the gunshots,” Ted said. “But I don’t think any of us wanted to hang around and find out who was doing the shootin’. Bad enough the infected were trying to burn the place down.”
“No, that was us again.”
“Me, actually,” Peaches said.
“I … helped. It was my idea.”
“That’s true,” Peaches conceded.
“And we weren’t trying to burn the place down.”
“Good God, you guys are something else,” Robinson said, clasping a hand on my shoulder. “I still can’t believe you’re standing here right now.”
“That makes two of us,” I said.
After another minute of bullshitting and passing the baby around to poke at, we all put our serious faces back on. Well, to be fair, Aamod never took his off.
“We should probably get a move on,” Ted said. “Don’t you think?”
Robinson gazed off toward the interstate, beyond the barrier of military vehicles. “Don’t see a way through. We might have to do like we did at the toll plaza.”
“Change up vehicles?”
Robinson nodded. “Maybe. Jimmy and I will go scout ahead. See if we can find a vehicle. You guys stay here and keep your eyes open. Be ready to leave when we return.”
“I’m gonna go ahead and shut off the headlights then,” Ted said. “We don’t need to broadcast our position.”
“You got your radio on?”
Ted checked the walkie-talkie clipped on to his belt. A solid red light indicated it was powered on.
“When did you get those?” Peaches asked.
“Took them with us when we left my place,” Ted said. “Forgot to grab batteries though, so we didn’t get them up and running till we got to Walgreens.” 
Robinson held down the talk button on his walkie and said, “Radio check.” Then released the button. “What’s the range on these, you know?”
“Supposed to be five or six miles,” Ted replied. “But I can’t say I’ve ever tested them that far.”
“I hope we’re not going that far anyway,” I said.
“No, not right now,” Robinson said, examining the radio. “But it’s good to know the range, for future reference. These look pretty nice actually.”
Ted slid into the driver’s seat of their SUV and flipped off the headlights. It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the sudden lack of light.
Ted shuffled back over. “Well, I guess just yell into the radio if you see something.”
“I’ll let you know,” Robinson said.
I took Sally out of her holster, signifying I was ready to go.
I followed Robinson away from the group, twisting through rows of military humvee’s and other larger trucks that I assumed were some type of supply or troop transport vehicles. As we walked, I constantly checked my surroundings, left, right, left, including the not-so-occasional glance back to make sure no one was behind me. I was paranoid, and for good reason. If the last few days had taught me anything, it was that danger was only a second away. So I made it a point to be aware of everything around me. If I let my guard down for even a moment, that might be my last. Nicole found out all too well. 
We stopped when we reached the I-4 on ramp. Overhead was a sign indicating which way was east and which way was west, for the navigation impaired—like me. Two police cars were parked side-by-side blocking both ramps. Orange road cones, spaced every few yards apart, trailed off in both directions. 
Robinson checked all the doors on the police cruisers. “Damn. Locked.”
“Is that strange?” I whispered.
“Nah. These were just left here as a deterrent. Dummy cars. The officers they belonged to probably went off on some other errand.”
“You’d think the military would be enough of a deterrent.”
“I’d say these were left out here prior to the military showing up.” Robinson turned and looked down both the east and west ramp. “There might be some civilian cars up ahead. Just got to hope the interstate isn’t overrun.”
We headed down the east on ramp, thinking the eastbound side of I-4 might be less crowded. And not with cars, but with infected. For whatever reason, the less civil among us had so far demonstrated a strong desire to head west. Where, exactly, remained to be seen. From Florida, the large, flaccid penis shaped state on the southeast of the United States, west could mean just about anywhere. Were they going to the gulf coast, or perhaps somewhere much further, like California over two thousand miles away? Did they even have a destination? Maybe they’d just walk west until they hit water and then turn around and come back. Then do it all over again. It was possible, but my Spidey senses were tingling, telling me there was something more going on, something bigger, some greater plan at work. 
Did I mention I was paranoid? 
All those years spent feeding my imagination and all I had to show for it was a never-ending supply of massive brain dumps.
Halfway down, as the ramp veered sharply to the right, we came upon a bushy area of overgrown trees.
Robinson stopped suddenly. “Do you hear that?”
“Yeah. What is it?”
We stood very still and listened intently. The air was calm, no wind, making the sound come through loud and clear. What the sound was, however, was a mystery to me, but there was no doubt it was coming from the direction of I-4. 
“This way,” Robinson said, leading us off the concrete path and alongside the thick brush. It was a shortcut to the interstate, and as we drew closer, I began to see cars take shape out of the darkness. Parked cars. I also saw human shapes—far too many to count—producing the sound we heard, shambling between the abandoned vehicles, heading…
Northeast?
Robinson stopped suddenly again. No doubt, he saw the infected too. Then he kneeled next to the bushes, convincing me to do the same. 
“Ted,” Robinson spoke softly into the radio receiver. “You there?”
A few seconds later, Ted responded. “You okay?”
“Yeah, we’re fine,” Robinson answered back. “We made it to the interstate … or pretty close to it.”
“What do you see?”
“Well … lots of cars. It looks like they were a little late shutting down I-4. It’s possible we could blaze a path down the median, but it won’t be easy. The interstate is crawling with infected.”
I didn’t see anyone actually crawling—it did look like there were many either sleeping or dead—but I liked Robinson’s choice of words nonetheless.
“It’s your call,” Ted said.
Robinson lowered the radio and appeared to be weighing his options. Finally, he raised the receiver and said, “I think I’m gonna get a closer look.”
Great! Just what I wanted to hear.
“Be careful,” Ted said.
“Will do. Y’all okay for now?”
“Yep. All clear here.”
“Copy.” Robinson clipped the radio back on to his belt and looked back at me. “You can stay back if you want.”
Great! Just what I wanted to hear.
“I’ll try not to shoot you in the back,” I said.
“I’d appreciate it if you didn’t. Thanks.”
Robinson drew his sidearm and waddled, bent over, closer to the interstate. I continued my usual check of the surroundings, left, right, left, back. I kept Sally lowered on the off chance that a small animal might scamper out of the overgrowth and scare the bejesus out of me, causing a premature evacuation. I told Robinson I would try not to shoot him in the back, and I was a man of my word.
He stopped waddling about thirty yards in front of me, at the edge of the trees. I was surprised he chanced getting that close, even if none of the infected seemed to take notice of him. He sat there for a good minute staring up and down the interstate, and then turned around and waddled back.
“So…”
“There’s a lot of them,” Robinson said. “Hundreds. Maybe thousands.”
“Thousands? Holy fuck,” I whispered. “Pardon my French.”
“There’s no way we’re getting on the interstate. It’s way too dangerous.”
“We’ll have to find another way.”
Robinson glanced back out at the interstate. “Weird thing was … I’d say at least half of them were lying on the ground. Dead, I guess. I don’t understand that.”
“Could be sleeping.”
“Really? Sleeping?”
“You haven’t seen it before?”
“No, have you?”
“Yeah, last night, after we got separated in the woods. Some of the infected on the highway were asleep. I know because I woke one on accident. I had thought he was dead at first too.”
“I guess it makes sense, right. Even if their minds are gone, they’re still human. They have to rest. They can’t walk around forever.”
“That reminds me,” I whispered. “When you left Ted’s this morning, did you go down the street where I wrecked my grandma’s Buick?” Robinson nodded. “Were the bodies still out in the road?”
“The dead ones. Of course. Why?”
“Because most were gone when we went through around lunchtime.”
“What do you mean … gone?”
“As in, they weren’t there anymore. Gone. And the remaining ones, around six I believe, had been eaten.”
“That’s … odd.”
“I thought so too. But I think I know what happened to them. I should say, I know I know.”
“What?”
When the infected die, I wanted to say, they don’t stay dead. But I didn’t get the chance.
Ted spoke over the radio. “Robinson, come in!”
Robinson unclipped the radio from his belt and held the talk button. “What’s up?”
Ted took an uncomfortable second or two to reply. “We’ve got a problem,” he said, his voice wavering. The radio picked up a good amount of unintelligible background noise. 
“What’s wrong?” Robinson asked.
“They found us! Come quick!”
There was nothing more Ted needed to say. Robinson and I stood up in a flash and began running back the way we’d come. Far ahead of us, the sound of gunfire suddenly rang out, disturbing the otherwise quiet night.





 
“Behind us,” I said.
Robinson broke stride to glance back. A dozen or more infected left the interstate, drawn by the gunfire, and began running after us.
“Don’t worry about them,” Robinson said, breathing heavily. “Worry about running.”
But I was worried about them. Couldn’t help it. They were gaining on us with every step. If we didn’t pick up the pace, by the time we made it back to the cars they’d be right behind us, clawing at our backs. But I was more worried about Robinson. I was confident I could run faster, fast enough anyway, but I had my doubts about him. We had only made it as far as the police cars, and already his pace was slowing. We still had to twist our way through the maze of military vehicles. 
I looked behind me again. Even more infected. With each gunshot, new members joined the pack.
“Where are you?” Ted yelled through the radio secured to Robinson’s hip. “We can’t hold them off much longer!”
The little speaker on the walkie crackled with each gunshot, and I swore I heard shouting in the background. I prayed Peaches and Olivia were at least inside one of the SUV’s.
Robinson snatched the radio off his belt, fumbling it in his hands as he felt around for the talk button. His pace slowed even further, slowing me down with him. No matter what, I wouldn’t leave him behind.
“Hold on,” Robinson said into the receiver. “We’re almost there.”
But we weren’t almost there, and Robinson had to know it too, despite what he had told Ted. At our current dwindling pace, we were still a good thirty seconds out, and the infected hot on our heels were forty and gaining.
“We can’t do this,” I said. “We’re just leading them to the group. We’ll get everyone killed.”
“We don’t have enough rounds to hold them off by ourselves.”
We slid out of sight between two humvees. “We need to hide. Now’s our chance.”
“They’ll see us here, Jimmy,” Robinson said.
“Not here. There.” I pointed at a large supply truck off to the right. 
Behind us, the sound of approaching footsteps grew louder. We had less than ten seconds until they’d come around the corner, securing us back into their sights, most likely for good.
Thankfully, Robinson had been saving up one last burst of energy, enough to sprint for the back of the supply truck and hoist himself into the bed. I helped pull him in and under a thick green cloth normally used to cover supplies, now for the purpose of covering us. 
Had we made it in time, or had they seen us?
We’d find out in three … two … one.
We held our heads down, the cloth tight against the backs of our heads, and listened as the top runners of the infected class passed us by. We also heard more gunfire.
“Tell them to go,” I whispered.
Robinson spoke softly into the walkie. “Ted. You have to go without us. More are coming.”
“It’s just me and Bowser. The others have left already,” Ted answered back quickly.
“Listen to me. We’ll be okay. We found a place to hide.” Robinson wisely kept his voice down, and even more wisely made sure the radio’s volume wasn’t at full blast, for when Ted yelled into the other side.
“But we can’t just leave you!”
“Yes, you can. Now shut up and go. Please.”
There was a long moment of silence, and then Ted said, “I’ll come back for you.”
Robinson set the radio down. Outside, the infected continued past the truck, though it seemed their numbers had thinned quite a bit. Ten seconds later, the last of them ran by, while the gunfire had stopped completely. 
I could feel Robinson next to me, could hear him breathing, but I couldn’t see his face. As we rested there in silence, huddled in the back of a supply truck that smelled like burnt cabbage, realizing how lucky we were to still be alive (even if our luck would only be temporary), to have a moment to gather ourselves, to allow our heart rates to go down, I wondered if he was thinking the same thing I was. 
What the fuck were we gonna do now?





 
We hid for what felt like a half hour under the heavy green cloth before the noises outside finally ceased. The infected had slowly—and I mean s l o w l y—made their way by us, most likely heading back for the interstate. During this time, Robinson and I had hardly said a word to one another. He used the radio a few times early on, asking, whisper quiet, if Ted was on the other end, if he could hear us. If anyone could hear us. 
No one answered.
Once we began to hear the sound of footfalls outside, he set the radio down between us, the volume on its lowest setting, and waited until the area was clear—or at least, until it sounded clear.
Now it was time to try the radio again.
Ted had said he’d come back for us. I believed him because I think he meant it when he said it. But that was twenty, thirty minutes ago. They could have been held up, run into more trouble. They could be dead. Peaches. Olivia. All of them. Dead. The thought crept into my mind and sat there like an anchor, festering, pulling me down and drowning me in dread.
Robinson picked up the radio, pushed the talk button. “Ted, come in.” He let go of the button, waited for a response. Hearing none, he pushed the talk button again. “Hello, can anybody hear me? Hello?”
No response.
Robinson sighed, set the radio down again.
“How much longer should we wait?” I asked, still keeping my voice down.
“I don’t know.”
“The coast might be clear now.”
It sounded ridiculous once I heard it played back in my mind. The coast might be clear. Sure, it might. Or maybe the infected hadn’t gone back to the interstate. Maybe they knew we were in here all along. Maybe they had the truck surrounded, and planned on waiting us out. Wouldn’t be the first time they’d done such a thing. The coast might be clear, or we might walk right into a trap. Then again, without as much as a chirp on the other end of the walkie, what other choice did we have?
“Let’s take a peek,” Robinson said.
Gradually we lifted the green cloth until it was just high enough for us to see out. I looked around for a good while, back and forth, feeling satisfied. Then I looked over at Robinson. It was the first time I’d seen his face since we’d taken refuge in the supply truck. He also looked satisfied. The coast was clear. 
“Should we go?” I asked.
Robinson nodded. “The question is where. We definitely need to get off the highway.”
Getting off the highway had my vote as well.
We lifted the green cloth completely off our heads. Finally, I could breathe again. I sucked in a good dose of the fresh, albeit hot and humid, Florida night air.
“You ready?” Robinson asked, clipping the radio back on to his belt.
I nodded, and then we carefully—quietly—slid our feet off the back bumper.
“Wouldn’t do that,” a low voice said over the radio. “Not yet.”
Robinson and I froze, looked at each other with the grimmest of faces, and then lifted our legs back into the truck.
“Was that…”
“Ted,” Robinson whispered into the receiver. “Was that you?”
“Of course it’s me.”
“Sorry, I got the volume low. We could barely hear you.”
“That’s good. Keep the volume low.”
“I don’t understand. Where are you?”
“I’m across the way. Behind the convention center.”
“Can you see us?”
“Yep.”
“How?”
“Night vision binoculars.”
Ted really was Mr. Prepared. In a weird way, it was like he was living his dream.
“Ask him if everyone is okay,” I whispered.
“Did everyone make it out okay?” Robinson asked.
“Yeah, everyone is fine. A little shook up, especially the girls, but no serious injuries.”
I relaxed. “Thank God.”
“Me and Jimmy were getting a little worried when we couldn’t get you on the radio,” Robinson said.
“Sorry. I guess these things don’t have quite the range advertised. Plus I wanted to get everyone settled somewhere safe before I came back for you.”
“So … everyone isn’t with you?”
“Nope. By myself. Peaches fought to come along but I wouldn’t let her. No point in putting anyone else in jeopardy, especially since I wasn’t even sure if I’d be able to find you guys.”
“Where did you leave them?”
“A barn nearby.”
“A barn?”
“You’ll see … but first things first, we need to get you out of there safely. I’ll help you. I’ll be your eyes. There’s a large group closing in on your position from the east, and another smaller group not far behind them. The first group will be upon you in less than a minute. Don’t say anything. Keep quiet. Keep still. Stay hidden. I’ll be your eyes. I’ll check back in when it’s safe. Okay?”
“Okay, thank you, Ted.”
“Don’t mention it.”
Just as Ted instructed, we kept our heads down, kept quiet, and waited for a new group of infected to pass by. Judging by the sound, the group was almost as large as the one that had chased us from the interstate, and moved just as slow. I wondered if this group contained remnants of the Walgreen's crew, but on further thought, I realized it was impossible. Narcoossee Road had to be over ten miles east of us. No way could they walk that distance in an hour or so. 
Finally, Ted felt it was safe enough to get back in touch with us.
“Robinson?”
“I’m here. What do you see?”
“The first group has passed. One more to go. The next one’s real small.”
“How small?”
Ted didn’t respond right away. I imagined him looking through the binoculars counting heads. “Six. The highway looks clear behind them. So once they’re out of the way you should be fine. Again, keep out of sight until they pass and wait for my word.”
We waited, hearing footsteps gradually get closer, louder, and then further away. If there were only six, they should be by us in no time. And yet, even after the last of the sounds faded completely, we hadn’t heard a peep from Ted. I worried that his position had become compromised.
“What’s taking him so long?” I finally whispered, as if Robinson would somehow know the answer.
“I don’t know,” Robinson whispered back. “We’ll give him a little more time.”
We gave him a minute, and then Robinson picked up the radio and said, “Ted, come in.”
“Hey,” Ted said. “We can talk, but you have to keep your voice down. I’ll do the same.”
“Is there a problem? Is there more coming?”
“No, not that I can see,” Ted said. “But part of that last group disappeared.”
“What do you mean … disappeared?”
“I watched all six of them walk into the convoy, but only four walked out.”
“So two are nearby? You didn’t see where they went?”
“I couldn’t. There’s too many vehicles. From where I’m standing I’ve got a good view of the back of your truck, but I can’t see everything. I can’t see through vehicles. They disappeared behind one and never emerged.”
“And you’re sure you didn’t miscount?”
“I might be a redneck, but I know how to count. And I’ve been hunting all my life, so I certainly know how to scout. Trust me, there was six, and only four came out the other end. Somewhere in that maze, you got company.”
Robinson sighed. “Well, what should we do then?”
“Nothing yet. Good news is … wherever they are they must not hear you talking to me. No one is making a run at your truck. It’s quiet out here. Hell, maybe they branched off from their friends and crossed to the other side of the highway or something. I’ll see if I can spot them from a different angle. Hold on.”
Okay, Wilson Phillips, we’ll hold on. Like we had any other choice. I was getting frustrated. It was hot under the green cloth, and the more Robinson talked the more it smelled of potato chips. He must have loaded up his belly with junk food while he was barricaded inside of the Walgreen's. Damn him. I was starving, and I loved junk food. I could eat it all day and never gain a pound. Yep, I was one of those people.
Five minutes passed. 
Robinson and I remained still, silent, and increasingly sweaty. This was like the worst game of hide-and-go-seek ever. I almost wanted to be found, just so I’d be forced out in the open again where I could run free like a wild horse—or a human with infected people chasing him. I couldn’t stand much more of Robinson’s sour cream and onion breath.
“Well…” Ted finally said over the radio. “I don’t know where they went. I searched the perimeter from a few different angles, and still didn’t see them. Like I said, they might have crossed over the highway. Seems like the most logical possibility. Other than that, I don’t have a clue.”
“All right, I guess we’re just gonna have to take our chances. There was only two anyway.”
“Right. As long as you still got your guns, you should be fine.”
“We do.”
“Good. Just don’t use them unless you have no other choice.”
We quietly lifted off the green cloth so we could see out again, and then just like before, swept our legs off the back bumper. I took Sally out and made sure she was ready to fire. Robinson did the same.
“You guys see me?” Ted asked. “I’m to your right.”
Robinson and I scanned the distance. Between some trees and a hundred yards of open space, I could barely make out Ted standing in the large empty parking lot behind the convention center. He waved his arms back and forth over his head to help us identify his location.
“We see you,” Robinson answered.
“Okay then, be careful.”
“Yep. Got it.” Robinson secured the radio back on to his belt and then turned to give me his signature thumbs up. “Let’s roll.”
We hopped out of the supply truck. I cringed at the sound of our shoes smacking against the concrete, hoping it didn’t draw any attention. If there were any attention to draw. 
Robinson took point, carefully poking his head around the bumper. “Found one,” he whispered back at me. That was fast. He made a flat downward motion with his free hand. 
What did that mean?
I gave him my best confused expression.
He did the downward motion again and said, “They’re on the ground.”
I nodded. I got it. On the ground.
A sleeper.
That’s explains the missing two infected. They thought this little collection of vehicles would be a good safe place to rest, one of them just yards away from our hideout. 
We quietly moved between the trucks, keeping a 360 view of all paths leading out, knowing that somewhere nearby was probably a second sleeper. I stayed in Robinson’s shadow, doing everything he did, head up, gun down, remaining vigilant. In short time we stepped free of the military maze and walked upright again like Homo erectus, carving a path through the patchy grass, over a knocked down chain-linked fence, to the empty parking lot where Ted waited for us.
I rested Sally back in her holster. Should anyone see us now, they’d have a lot of open ground to cover before being much of a threat.
“You two look like shit,” Ted said as we walked up. 
“I feel like shit,” Robinson replied. “I could use a good night’s sleep.”
“What’s that?”
Robinson smirked. “I’m starting to forget.”
“Well, get in,” Ted said. “I got a surprise for you.”





 
Ted drove about four miles east, the whole time refusing to tell us where we were going. It was a surprise, he kept saying, though I remember him mentioning a barn earlier over the radio. I didn’t think there were many barns in Orlando, and the thought of sleeping with farm animals sounded unpleasant, to say the least. Surprise, you get to sleep in a horse stall tonight!
Yee-haw! Not the kind of surprise I wanted. It was hard enough getting to sleep with Robinson snoring like Geppetto from Pinocchio.
So when he pulled into the parking lot and I saw the big Mattress Barn sign out front, I couldn’t help but smile.
“Oh man,” Robinson said. “This is the surprise?”
“Yep. I figured this would be as good a spot to rest up as any. What do y’all think? You approve?”
“Yes, absolutely, I approve.”
“It’s like heaven,” I added. “Can we spend the night?”
Ted chuckled. “That’s the plan.”
Ted parked the SUV next to its matching brother around back, and then we entered the store from a rear door they had pried open.
“Don’t shoot,” Ted said. “It’s us.”
I guess don’t shoot was the secret password.
We entered. The building smelled like you’d expect a mattress store to smell—like mattresses, and the others had set up some candles and a lantern that provided enough light to make your way around without tripping over one of the many display beds.
One by one, the others greeted us with hugs and handshakes (except Aamod who stood by the front window and kept watch), and then we swapped war stories. They told us about how they got overrun back on the highway. Robinson and I told them about our narrow escape into the back of a military supply truck. Ah, fun times.
Then we ate dinner. Same thing as the previous night, MRE’s, only instead of meatloaf, this time I got Beef Ravioli. It tasted better, which wasn’t really saying much. Hey, I was hungry. It was food.
After dinner, Robinson called a meeting to talk about shifts, where we all agreed to go solo this time, mostly because it meant we would each have fewer shifts. And fewer shifts meant more sleep—in a brand new, pillow top, king-sized bed, of all things. Naima, Olivia, and Jax were the only ones not assigned to a shift. Aamod bailed Naima out by accepting her shift, Olivia wasn’t even a week old, and Jax was just a dog.
With that last order of business settled, Ted took first watch while the rest of us went off to carefully select a bed, agreeing to discuss how best to continue the journey to New Orleans in the morning. I picked a bed as far away from Robinson as I could, and fell asleep within a minute of lying down.
I was up again four hours later. Robinson tugged at my leg, my shirt, poked me. I rolled over and looked up at him, wishing him standing there was just a bad dream.
It wasn’t, he assured me. It was time for my hour shift.
No way. Already?
I checked my watch. 1:01 a.m. Damn, he was right.
I rolled out of bed, yawned, tried to rub the sleepiness from my eyes.
“See anything?” I asked. I kept my voice down so as to not wake the others.
“Nothing.”
“Did you go outside?”
He shook his head. “No, and you shouldn’t either. Just keep an eye on the front window and the back door. Make sure everything is secure. Wake me if you see or hear anything unusual … and I mean anything. That’s really all you need to do.”
“Okay. I can do that.”
Robinson headed for the bathroom at the back of the store. I sat down in a wooden chair they’d set up at the front of the store and looked out at the small parking lot. With the streetlights out, the moon casted the only light. 
Robinson returned a minute later with a bottle of water. “Thought you might want this,” he said.
“Thanks,” I said, taking the bottle from him. “Was the chair your idea?”
“Ted’s. And I wouldn’t sit in it too long. We don’t need you falling asleep.”
“I won’t. It’s pretty uncomfortable.”
“Night, Jimmy.”
“Night.” He got about ten feet away, then turned and came back. “Something else?”
He knelt down beside me, gazed out at the dark street. “Had a little chat with Bowser. This was after you went to sleep. When we switched shifts. Apparently there was more to the story than what they told us earlier.”
“What do you mean? What story?”
“About what had happened back on the highway, when we were off scouting ahead.”
“Really … like what?”
“Bowser said the reason the infected found them was because Aamod wandered off without telling anyone. Then he had to go looking for him. I guess it took him a little while, but he ended up finding him up near the interstate.”
“Where we were?”
“On the other side, I think. Westbound. Anyway, I guess they exchanged a few words. Bowser told him to stay by the cars. Aamod said he’d do whatever he wanted to do. And as you can probably imagine, it just escalated from there. Bowser made some remark about how Naima isn’t his responsibility to babysit. After that, Aamod got real angry and threatened to kill him.”
“Holy shit.”
“Yeah, that’s what I said.”
“What did Bowser do?”
“He walked away.”
“Smart move.”
“Aamod followed him back to the cars, but the infected must have followed Aamod. Then all hell broke loose. Bowser said he didn’t tell the others about his conversation with Aamod, so I’m not sure they even realize what happened.”
“So is that why Aamod was so quiet when we got here?”
Robinson shrugged. “I don’t know. I suppose. You know how he is. I figured he was just being his usual self. But Bowser thinks it’s a mistake bringing Aamod along with us.”
“What do you think?”
“I think he’s probably right. Aamod is unpredictable. But the problem is—”
“Naima.”
Robinson nodded. “If we let him go, that means we’re letting her go too. And she doesn’t deserve that.”
“No, she’s a nice girl, and she’s got a lot on her mind … you know … her mom and all. I feel bad for her. Her father isn’t exactly giving her the support she needs right now.”
“If we let them go, he’ll do something stupid and get them both killed. I know it. If he wants to kill himself, fine. But I care about that young girl.”
“Of course if we let them stay he might get us all killed,” I said. “Or even snap and kill one of us on purpose.”
“He could. I don’t take kindly to death threats. And knowing Bowser, neither will he. I don’t think this is done between them. Not by a long shot. For now, we just have to do our best to reign him in. He can be a valuable member of the group when he wants to be.”
“And then other times…”
“He’s a nightmare.”
We sat in silence for a good minute before Robinson hit me with a question I was completely unprepared for. 
“Do you know what happened to Diego?”
Something awful boiled in my stomach. A cold sweat broke out all over my body. My night shift was becoming more eventful than I had imagined it being.
Diego? Yeah, I know what happened to Diego. 
I tried responding in words first, but when they didn’t come, I simply nodded.
“I meant to ask you earlier,” Robinson said.
I looked down, took a deep breath, and said, “Diego’s dead.”
“Are you sure?”
“I saw his body. Yeah, he’s dead.”
Robinson sighed. “Everything just happened so fast last night. The infected seemed to come out of nowhere. I thought you guys were behind us.”
I raised my head. “We weren’t.”
“I know. I’m sorry.”
“It wasn’t your fault. They were out in the woods waiting to strike. Once Diego…”
“What? Once Diego what?”
I took another deep breath. “There’s something you should know. I gave Diego my gun. I know I shouldn’t have … we had an agreement … but I did anyway. And then he used it to kill himself.”
“Oh my God. Are you serious?”
I nodded.
“Why would he do that?”
“He was depressed. He missed Luna. He wasn’t making any friends. I think there were a lot of reasons. I don’t know. But he did it, and I helped him.”
“It wasn’t wise giving him your gun, Jimmy.”
“I know.”
Robinson bowed his head, looking damaged. “They were a great couple, weren’t they? You could tell how much they loved each other. You really could. I remember feeling that way about Trissa once. That’s my boy’s momma. Yeah, I remember loving her like it was yesterday, and that was many years ago now.” Robinson shielded his face as tears began to settle in his eyes. “All day today I was thinking maybe he made it out. Maybe all of you made it out. I prayed you’d be okay. But I never thought Diego would have killed himself.”
“I’m sorry.”
“You don’t have to be sorry. I put him in that situation. I hit him with the car. I fucked up. Then after Luna was gone, after he had lost the love of this life, I wanted to kick him out on his own.”
“So did I. So did most of us. Don’t turn this thing around on yourself. You’ve got nothing to feel bad about. You of all people wanted to help him. He did what he wanted to do.”
“He didn’t want to die. He just didn’t want to live.”
“Either way, what he did was his choice. He didn’t see any other options. He didn’t see a life beyond the pain.” I put a hand on Robinson’s shoulder. “You don’t need to hold my guilt,” I said, my voice cracking, trying to hold back my own tears. “I can handle it. Diego even told me to tell you he was sorry for what he said. He realized he was wrong. He didn’t blame you anymore.”
Robinson took his hand off his face and looked over at me. “He really said that?”
I nodded. “He did. I hope that helps you.”
“It does a little. But you know … if we get to New Orleans and I can’t find my son. What will I do then?” He stood up, looked down at me. “What other options will I have?”
I knew I should say something, but I didn’t know what. For his question, I had no answer.
He walked away, left me sitting there alone, looking out at the dark, empty street, wishing I had even a sliver of hope to offer him.
But I had none.
Not for him.
Not for me.
None.





 
I spent the rest of my watch trying to forget the conversation Robinson and I had. I paced around, covered every inch of floor space. The front doors were secure. The back door was secure. The streets looked empty. And Peaches looked so wonderful sleeping I felt horrible having to wake her. So horrible I considered taking her shift. But the tears had made my eyes even more tired, and I was afraid I might not be able to stay up another hour.
I tapped Peaches lightly. “Hey, time to wake up. It’s your turn.”
“Already,” she said, without moving. Olivia lay next to her, bundled in a blanket. 
I had thought the same thing when Robinson woke me. We all needed sleep so bad, and the beds were like sleeping on clouds. Waking up was hard.
She sat up and scooted to the edge of the bed. “Will you sit with me for a minute … until I start to feel awake?”
“Sure,” I said, sitting next to her on the bed.
She immediately got up and went to the restroom. So much for sitting with her. She came back a minute later.
“I’ve got an hour right?”
I nodded. “Yeah, till three. Need my watch?”
She nodded. I took off my wristwatch and gave it to her. 
“Who’s on after me?”
“Aamod.”
She smirked. “Great. I gotta wake him up.”
“Least you only have one hour. He’s got two straight. He took Naima’s shift.”
“Wish I had someone to take mine. I’m kidding. I’ll be fine.”
“You’ll be back asleep in no time.” I pointed to Olivia. “You gonna wake her?”
“No. You don’t ever wake a sleeping baby, they’ll wake you.”
I showed her to the wooden chair up front, and then regurgitated the same spiel Robinson had given me. Hear anything. See anything. Wake us up.
“Okay, you can go to bed,” she said. “Unless you want to stay and talk.”
“No, I just got done confessing my sins to Robinson. It took a lot out of me—out of both of us.”
“What sins?”
“I told him about Diego.”
“Really? What made you do that?”
“He asked.”
“Do you feel better now that you told him?”
I thought hard about the question, and then said, “No.”
I waited for follow up questions, but she had none. I was glad. I was emotionally and physically exhausted.
“Night, Peaches,” I said.
She grabbed me by the arm, preventing me from walking away. “Come here.”
“Huh?”
“Come. Here.” She put her hand behind my neck and pulled me down toward her. 
Next thing I knew our lips touched for a brief moment. Just a peck.
“Do you feel better now?”
“Sure.”
She gave me another peck, and then smiled. “How about now? I’d give you a better kiss but I’m not so sure about my breath.”
I smiled back. “It smells fine to me.”
“You would say that. Now go to bed, Jimmy. I’ll see you in the morning.”





 
Morning came roughly four hours later. The sun smiled down on me through the big front windows, yanking me from sleep. Everyone else was already up. I could hear them moving about behind me, talking softly. I’d join them soon. But for a brief moment, I stayed in bed marveling at the new day, happy that we’d made it through the night without incident.
I made my way over to the opposite side of the building and sat down next to Naima. She was snacking on crackers. Peaches sat on a bed nearby feeding Olivia. 
“Can I have some?” I asked, staring at the crackers. 
Naima handed me a small stack that I ate quickly, wishing I could have more. I could have eaten the entire pack, plastic and all, if they let me. I was that hungry, but I wasn’t the only one, and we only had a limited supply of food to go around. I don’t think Jax understood this fact, however, as he lay nearby slobbering on himself, watching us consume each cracker with great satisfaction.
“Where is everyone else?” I asked. 
Just as the words left my mouth, Aamod came out of the back, shotgun in his hands, and gingerly walked across the store. He stopped at the front entrance, next to the wooden chair, and peered out at the parking lot. It was the same spot he’d been when I’d arrived last night. His perch, you could say.
“My dad is right there, obviously,” Naima said. “The others went to check something out.”
“What?”
“The Turnpike,” Peaches said.
“Where’s that?”
Peaches shrugged. “Not sure. They said it was real close though.”
“How long have they been gone?”
“They just left not long ago,” Naima said.
“Yeah, maybe five minutes or so,” Peaches added. “Not long enough to worry.”
I guess Aamod had been left back to guard the fort, and he was taking the job ultra seriously. He stood at the front, shotgun on shoulder, head slowly scanning the street, doing his best Cyberdyne Systems Model 101 impersonation. Also known as, The Terminator.
He’d die to protect us. Or do something stupid and get us killed.
One of those two things.
Peaches changed Olivia and then handed her off to me so she could go use the restroom.
“So how have you been doing? We haven’t had a chance to talk since my triumphant return.”
Naima smiled. “I really missed you and Peaches. It was tough being the only girl around.”
“What are you saying … I’m girl-like?”
“Yes, that’s exactly what I meant.”
“Okay, just checking.”
She flashed a smile again. “Seriously though, I spent most of yesterday crying. I thought you both were dead.” She looked down at Olivia snuggled in my arms. “Her too.”
I wouldn’t mention the little infected girl Peaches and I had come across in the woods—she who had later woke from the dead as little zombie girl—and how she had picked up Olivia by the throat. That was more of a bedtime story.
“Can I hold her?” Naima asked.
I handed Olivia over, and for the next minute we huddled over her, making the most ridiculous sounds we could think of. Anything to bring a smile to Olivia’s face. When I finally looked up, I realized Aamod was no longer gazing like a sentinel out the front window. Instead, he was staring at me like he’d caught me with my hand up his daughter’s skirt. And she wasn’t even wearing a skirt.
Luckily, Peaches returned from the ladies room and broke some of the tension. Still I slid a few feet away from Naima, just so that he would see that I wasn’t a threat. Eventually, he stopped staring at us, and I thought no more of it. He’d meet me in the men’s room minutes later to remind me.
I was in one of the stalls because I had a problem peeing at the urinals. Even if there was no one else in there, I still couldn’t go. I was pee shy.
I was almost done when I heard the door swing open and someone step inside, the sound of their shoes stick against the dirty restroom floor. I hoped the other guys had returned. Let it be Robinson or Ted or Bowser. Anyone but—
“Eh,” Aamod said, knocking on the stall door.
Thankfully, I had just finished peeing. “Yes,” I said, tucking my junk back into my pants.
“We need to talk.”
Hell must have frozen over. Pigs must have learned to fly. Aamod wanted to talk to me.
I opened the stall door and slowly stepped out. Aamod stood between me and the restroom door. My eyes instinctively darted down toward the shotgun in his right hand, held down by his side.
“What do we need to talk about?”
“About the rules,” he said. “With my daughter.”
“What do you mean?”
“Shut up and listen. I’m no fool. I know you think I am, but I’m not. I don’t trust you with Naima.”
“Why? There’s nothing going on between me and Naima.”
“No, because she wouldn’t have you. She deserves better than you. But still you try…”
“But I’m not—”
“I told you to shut up. I saw you out there, shoulder to shoulder.” He took a step closer to me. “I’ve seen the way you look at her. Yes, I’ve seen it for a long time now. You’re not fooling me. I see.”
Beyond the sound of Aamod’s scolding, scathing voice, I thought I heard car doors slam shut.
“From now on, you keep your distance,” he continued. “Naima is mine, not yours. Understand?”
“No, I don’t understand. I don’t think I’ll ever understand you. Naima might be dead right now if it weren’t for me. Have you forgotten about Jerry … your fucking pedophile neighbor?”
I was determined not to back down, no matter how much Aamod aimed to intimidate me. I wasn’t some piece of trash he could kick around. He didn’t scare me.
Aamod huffed and took another step closer to me. “I don’t forget anything. I remember quite clearly you lying to my face. I remember you not having the guts. And I certainly haven’t forgotten the look on that sick bastards face when I killed him. I smile when I think about it. I wish I could do it again for what he did to my Naima.”
Okay, now he was starting to scare me.
“Imagine what he could have done had I not been there to help stop him?”
“He did enough. More than you know.”
Suddenly the restroom door came open and Bowser stepped inside. I looked over Aamod’s shoulder at him. Aamod, however, didn’t take his eyes off me.
“We’re back,” Bowser said. “What’re you doing in here?”
“Nothing,” I said. “Just talking.”
Bowser’s body language said he wasn’t buying it. And how could he? The tension between Aamod and I was more obvious than a botched boob job. 
“Okay, well, we’re leaving soon,” Bowser said, and then slowly exited the restroom.
Aamod continued with his hard stare, and then finally said, “Stay away from her. She’s not yours to have.” He backed up toward the door. “I will be watching you.”
I left a few seconds later, angry at Aamod for thinking he could bully me around. Sure I’d gazed at Naima once or twice or a hundred times in the past, but things were different now. She wasn’t just some girl at the convenience store I gawked at while she rang up my fucking hot dogs. She was my friend. And that was it. Nothing more. A friend. But more than angry, I left the restroom feeling confused. It was something Aamod had said regarding Jerry the rapist, who had kidnapped Naima just two days ago.
He did enough, Aamod had said. More than you know.
What did Jerry do that I didn’t know?
Bowser stopped me in the hall. “What’s going on? Is he fucking with you?”
“He thinks I’m trying to get with Naima.”
“Are you?”
“No.”
“Did he threaten you?”
I shrugged. “Sort of.”
“He threatened me.”
“Yeah, I heard.”
“You let me know if he steps at you again. I’m gonna take care of his ass … don’t you worry.”
I nodded and walked away. I felt confident I could fight my own battles, when and if they came, but if there was anyone I wanted to have my back, it was the six foot five, two hundred and fifty pound black guy.





 
It was just after eight in the morning when we loaded up and left the Mattress Barn. None of us had been too quick to get moving after spending the night reloading on sleep, but now that we were back in the car, we could at least enjoy the ice cold air conditioning. Even better, I didn’t have to drive. I sat in the backseat of the SUV next to Peaches and Olivia, soaking up the cool air, gazing out the window at the abandoned, and often looted, businesses as we rolled by. Robinson drove, while Bowser rode shotgun. Robinson’s German Shepherd, Jax, sat in the third row, occasionally resting his head on my shoulder, begging for attention.
We had, as a group, officially embarked on the first leg of our journey to New Orleans.
Plan A had been to take the Florida Turnpike up to I-75, but dead cars and soon to be dead people lined every lane, all pointing northwest. The closer we got to the center of the city, the more congested the streets became. With some careful maneuvering, we managed to get within eye shot of Highway 50, and could see it was no better than the Turnpike. Disappointed, Robinson pulled over and got out to discuss a Plan C with Ted, who along with Aamod and Naima, had been following behind us in the second SUV.
I watched from the backseat as Ted unfolded a map out on the hood of the car. For a few minutes, they stared at the map, talking, strategizing, though I couldn’t hear a word they were saying. Then Robinson climbed back into the captain’s chair and we were off again, doing a U-turn and heading back south.
“What’s the plan?” Bowser asked.
“Go south out of the city, and then cut west to Highway 27.”
“Where does that go?”
“It goes north south.”
“And you think it’ll be clear?”
“No, I didn’t say it would be clear. But it runs outside of the city and so hopefully should be less crowded. Of course we won’t know for sure until we get there.”
It was almost two hours later before we arrived at Highway 27. It was a drive that under normal conditions might have taken us half the time. But we were no longer living in normal times, and the clutter of car corpses and scattered groups of migrating infected certainly didn’t represent normal conditions. At least not normal by the standard of a week ago. Our speed averaged between ten and thirty miles per hour, and never got higher than forty-five, as there was hardly a stretch of open road where the remnants of some disastrous accident or destroyed property didn’t eventually pop up and slow us down. 
Buildings burned. 
Trash and broken glass lay everywhere. 
I was shocked we hadn’t blown a tire yet, considering the sound of some of the garbage we had rolled over.
As we slowly approached the on ramp to Highway 27, the road gradually become more and more congested, until we were finally forced off the pavement and on to the grass. 
“Doesn’t look too good,” Robinson said.
“Nope,” Bowser agreed.
I scooted to the center of the backseat and looked out the front window. The green sign up ahead read: Clermont Turnpike North. Exit only. 
Once again, the police had set out cones to keep traffic orderly, and had also left a few dummy cruisers (as Robinson had called them) parked on the shoulder. But lucky for us, there was a good helping of grass on the side of the highway, so we had no problem reaching the apex of the on ramp.
Robinson stopped the car, then rolled the window down and waved for Ted to come alongside. Ted drove up and stopped on the right side of us. Both Ted and Bowser then rolled down their windows so they could talk without having to exit the car. 
From the backseat, I scanned the highway. It wasn’t saddled with nearly as many cars as the turnpike had been, but there was still plenty of infected heading north. I also noticed they were sticking together in packs more often now. It was becoming a rare site to see one walking alone.
“What are ya thinking?” Ted yelled out the window.
“I’m thinking we try to take this as far north as we can,” Robinson replied.
Ted nodded and then opened up the map again, flattening it out against the steering wheel. 
Now would not be the time to honk the horn.
“Looks like this runs back into Highway 50 about fifteen miles or so north,” Ted said, not looking up from the map.
“We don’t need to get on to 50 though. This should take us north for quite a ways.”
“Yeah, but we could run into a serious mess up there around 50. And even if we can get beyond the overpass, what then?” Ted continued to study the map. “Looks like it will eventually take us up through Ocala. We should probably try to avoid that, don’t ya think?”
“If you got a better idea, I’m all ears.”
“Well, at this point I think you’d agree that speed ain’t really a factor. We’re not getting anywhere fast,” Ted said. “So it might be in our best interest to head west and then ride up along the gulf coast.”
It was true that, for now, the infected appeared to have changed course, heading north and not west. But it was hard to be absolutely sure, as the direction they traveled also seemed to change depending on what road or highway we happened to be on. Here, on Highway 27, they were all going north, not south. Yesterday, as Robinson and I hunkered down in the bushes off Interstate 4, I had observed most of the infected heading northeast. Not west, or even northwest. My guess was they were taking I-4 east all the way till it connects to I-95, and from there they’d head north. Wherever they were going, one thing always held true—they always stuck to the easiest route, which for us meant the safest route would probably be the least obvious.
“What do ya think?” Ted asked.
Robinson shrugged. “Whatever. What’s the best way west? This highway runs north south.”
“Looks like if we ride north for a couple of miles we’ll hit a county road that’ll take us west. Number 474 on the map. From there we’ll just have to wind our way down some of these back roads until we get closer to the gulf. It’s off the beaten path, but I think it’ll be a lot safer.”
“Since you got the map, why don’t you lead the way,” Robinson said.
“Sure thing. How you lookin’ on gas?”
Robinson checked the gauge. “Less than half full.”
Ted nodded. “Yeah, me too. Once we get off the highway … get away from the threat … we’ll find some cars and I’ll siphon us some gas.”
“Okay, sounds good.”
“Olivia is gonna need some more stuff soon,” Peaches said.
Robinson cocked his head back. “What kind of stuff?”
“Diapers. Formula. You know … baby stuff.”
Duh.
“How long can she make it?” I asked.
Peaches rummaged through Olivia’s baby bag. “I don’t know. Dinnertime.”
Robinson turned back toward Ted. “The baby needs some stuff too. We’ll have to find somewhere to stop and raid once we hit the gulf coast.”
“You got it,” Ted said. “You ready?”
Robinson signaled for Ted to take the lead, and then rolled all the windows up.
We carefully navigated Highway 27, weaving on and off the road, over medians, through parking lots, until we reached county road 474 two miles down. Then we went west, and for the first time that morning bested forty-five miles per hour. When 474 came to an end, Ted took us north and then west again down another narrow two lane road. 
Oil Well Road.
Seriously, that was the name. You can’t make this shit up.
I rested my head against the window and enjoyed the simplicity of the view.
And I tell you what, the middle of nowhere never looked so good.





 
Rest stop.
We didn’t pull off the road. There was no need. We hadn’t seen another moving vehicle all morning long, and for the last few hours, since we had exited civilization, we hadn’t seen a person either. Not one infected. I could have counted the number of houses or farms we passed on one hand. So Ted and Robinson left the cars in the right hand lane, cut the engine, lifted the back gates, and then passed out lunch.
After lunch, we walked around and enjoyed the fresh air—enjoyed being outside without having to look over our shoulders. Most of the men went off to pee on a tree—Jax marked quite a few trees actually—while Peaches went off to squat behind some bushes.
Naima and I stayed back near the cars, kicking rocks, waiting for the others to return. Naima held Olivia, who had woken up long enough to squeeze something nasty into her diaper. Both of us were more than happy to let Peaches take care of it when she returned. Meanwhile, I kept my eye out for Aamod the Destroyer. He was out of sight, off doing his business, blocked by the cars. Good thing too. Didn’t want him seeing Naima and I standing within ten feet of each other. He might go into a rage again. 
Peaches came back first. “You don’t have to go?” she asked of Naima.
Naima shrugged. “I do, but I don’t really want to go out here.”
“Where else you gonna go? There’s plenty of places to hide.”
“I’m pee shy too,” I said, “and I was able to go.”
Naima smirked. “It’s not that.”
“What then?” 
“Not that,” she reiterated. “Do I really have to say more?”
“Oh … okay,” Peaches said. “I don’t really blame you then. I don’t think I’d want to do that out here either. We do have toilet paper though … if you change your mind.”
Apparently beautiful girls have to take shits too.
Who knew?
Naima handed Olivia back to Peaches. “Speaking of which, I think she left you a present.”
“You didn’t want to change her?”
“No, not really.”
Peaches looked at me. “Jimmy…”
“I’m okay,” I said. Two days of caring for Olivia, and I still hadn’t changed one diaper. And I wanted to keep it that way—keep my streak going.
“Why am I the only one doing the dirty stuff?” Peaches asked. “You think I enjoy it or something? I believe you’re the one that found her.”
“Would you prefer I hadn’t?”
Peaches gave me a nasty look I probably deserved. 
“I’m sorry,” Naima said. “I’ll change her. It’s not a big deal. You’ve just done such a great job with her so far. You’re like her adopted mommy.”
“Awwww, thanks.”
Yes, thanks Naima. She might have saved me with that last line. Adopted mommy? Fucking wonderful thing to say, and Peaches clearly liked the idea. She went off to change Olivia with a big smile on her face. Naima joined her.
Ted returned and I helped him put some of the supplies back into the car. “We’re gonna have to stop again to refuel soon.”
I looked around at the vast expanse of dirt and weeds and trees extending as far as I could see. “Where?”
“First cars we come across.” 
“I haven’t seen a car in a while.”
Ted began examining the map. He pointed to what he thought was our current location. “I think we’ll start seeing some houses come up after we round this bend in maybe … I dunno … fifteen, twenty miles.”
“And what if we don’t…”
“We still should have enough gas to make it all the way to the coastline. It might not seem like it, Jimmy, but we’re really not that far away now. But you know how it is … don’t want to let the gauge get too low. Better to do the transfer out here on the outskirts anyway, where we’re less likely to have company.”
Once the others returned, we loaded back into the cars and left our temporary rest area. Jax took it upon himself to climb into the second row with Peaches and I. Running around outside had filled him with energy. As he twisted around on my lap trying to find a position that pleased him, his sharp little elbows dug into my crotch.
“I hope you’re comfortable,” I said.
Robinson glanced into the rear view mirror. “I am.”
“I was talking to your eighty pound lap dog here.”
“If he’s bothering you, tell him to get off.”
Jax stopped moving. He rested his head against my chest and looked up at me, gave me his best sad eyes. “Nah, he’s fine.” I petted his head. “Why the name Jax though … I could think of some better names for him?”
“I named him after my favorite football team. The Jacksonville Jaguars.”
Bowser started laughing.
“Fuck you,” Robinson said. “I know they suck.”
And for a good ten minutes, Robinson and Bowser argued about football. Favorite players. Least favorite players. Best offense. Best defense. Stupid trades. I had nothing to add to the conversation. If I watched football at all, it was the Super Bowl. Maybe the occasional college bowl game. Still, it was nice to hear them talk—if not for just those ten minutes—as though nothing had changed. As though the world hadn’t ended.
I resumed looking out the window, watching as the woods gradually gave way to wide open spaces. Sure enough, just as Ted had indicated, we came upon a house not long after going around a bend. It was an old two-story house with dark tinted windows and a small front porch that didn’t look quite level. The outside was in desperate need of a paint job. The white paint had long ago begun to peel away from the wooden frame in big skin-like flaps. Surprisingly, a blue truck that couldn’t have been more than a few years old sat in the driveway, providing a stark contrast to the dilapidated house crumbling behind it.
“I guess we’re stopping,” Robinson said, seeing Ted pull off in front of the old house.
“He’s gonna check the truck for gas,” I said. “Should we wait in the car?”
Robinson pulled up behind Ted. “I’m getting out.”
“So am I,” Bowser said.
“Guess I will too then.”
Peaches, Olivia, and Jax stayed back in the car. Everyone else, including Aamod and Naima from the other car, got out and stood around watching as Ted quickly went to work. In one of his hands was the five gallon gas can I had snatched yesterday to make Molotov cocktails. In the other hand he had some clear plastic tubing that he’d brought from his garage of goodies back at home.
Ted bent down next to the truck and inspected the cover to the gas tank. “We’re gonna have to find something to pry this open. Check the cars. I think I threw a flathead screwdriver into one of the boxes.”
Robinson didn’t even get the car door open before a tall, crazy-haired old man in a red flannel shirt and overalls stepped out from around the house.
“What the hell you think you’re doing?” he shouted, hobbling toward us.
He had a large shovel in his hands.





 
Ted wisely leapt to his feet and backed away from the truck, not wanting to get smashed in the head with the old man’s shovel.
“I’m sorry,” Ted said. “We didn’t think anyone was home.”
“And you didn’t think to knock either,” the man replied. He stopped in front of the gas tank, looked down at the red gas can and plastic tubing on the ground. “What’s goin’ on here … you trying to steal my gas? Think you can jus’ take things that don’t belong to ya?”
Robinson now stepped forward. “We’re really sorry, sir. You’re right, we should have knocked first.”
“Wait a darn minute, you’re with the police?” Robinson nodded. His uniform always gave him away. “If anyone should know better, should be you.”
Robinson continued nodding, looking ashamed. “Again. You’re right. Mind if we explain who we are and where we’re from?”
“Don’t much matter. You ain’t from round here, I can tell that.”
Peaches came out of the car holding Olivia, no doubt wondering who the strange man with the shovel was.
“We should just go,” Bowser whispered.
Robinson ignored him, took a deep breath. “How about we start over. My name’s Robbie Robinson. I was a police officer, before everything went down. These are my friends.” He went down the line and introduced the rest of us. “We’ve been driving all morning and we just needed some gas. I assure you we didn’t think anyone was home. If you know the scale of what’s happened, then I’d imagine you’d know why.”
The old man lowered the shovel and sighed. 
“What’s your name?” Robinson asked.
“My name’s Sam, and yeah, I heard about it on the radio. Sounded unbelievable at first. That was until my wife got sick. I went into town to try and get her some help and … well, no one would help me. Everyone was too worried about themselves, those that hadn’t gone to sleep like her, that is. Can’t say I blame them either. After that I came back home and did a lot of hoping and praying.”
“Where is your wife now?” Ted asked.
“She’s in the house.”
“Is she infected?”
“I guess she was, if that’s what you wanna call it. Not anymore.” Sam bowed his head. “I checked her pulse when I went to bed last night and she was still alive. When I got up this morning…”
“What?” Robinson inquired. “She … passed on?”
Sam nodded. “I couldn’t find a pulse no more. I looked and looked, but I couldn’t find one. She must have died sometime during the night. I figure the cancer finally beat her.”
“She had cancer?”
“Yup, doctor said she had a tumor in her brain ‘bout the size of a golf ball … had shown us pictures of it. He had given her three months to live. Course that was almost a year ago now.”
“So you’re saying your wife never woke up from the coma?” I asked.
“No, never did. Why, have others woke up?”
“Yeah, most,” I replied.
“That’s good to hear.”
“No, not really. They wake from the coma but they’re not the same. They’re still sick.”
Sam grunted. “That’s too bad then. And I was thinking of going into town again.”
“I wouldn’t if you can help it,” Robinson said. “Not for a while anyway.”
Bowser tugged at Robinson’s sleeve from behind. “Let’s go,” he said again.
“He’s right,” Ted said. “We probably should get going. We can find some gas elsewhere.”
“Why? We’ve got gas here,” Aamod said.
Everyone turned and looked back at Aamod, but it was Sam who was the first to respond.
“What did you say?” he asked.
“I said we’ve got gas here,” Aamod said again. He used the shotgun to point at Sam’s truck. “Why should we not just take it?”
“Are you serious?” Robinson asked.
Naima began to interject, but Aamod cut her off with lightning fast precision. He had nineteen years of practice.
“We need gas,” Aamod went on. “He has it. Why shouldn’t we just take it?”
“Because it’s not right,” Robinson said.
“Doesn’t matter what’s right anymore. There is one of him and many of us. We have guns. He has a shovel. That is the way of the world now.”
“Is that so?” Sam said.
“It is.”
“Enough!” Robinson shouted. “We’re not gonna rob him. We’ll get the gas from somewhere else.”
Aamod scoffed and shook his head angrily.
“But we are gonna need our stuff back,” Ted said, pointing at the gas can and plastic tubing. “If you don’t mind.”
“Sure, so you can rob someone else.”
“We’ll make sure nobody is home next time,” Robinson said. “I promise.”
“Don’t make stealing right,” Sam said. “If nobody’s home.”
“It’s a lot worse out there than you realize,” I said. “Take that trip into town … you’ll see.”
“I suppose I will.”
Ted slowly walked up and retrieved the items next to the truck. Then we started for the cars, ready to get back on the road. 
Sam was a nice man, but he’d never understand where we were coming from. He hadn’t seen what we’d seen. He was living outside of reality, unaware of the mass awakening of infected. As Aamod had so subtlety pointed out, the rules had changed. And while that didn’t mean it was okay for us to rob him, I don’t think I would have felt too bad if we had. Since, given his disconnect from the world’s current condition, Sam would surely be dead soon anyway.
But he wasn’t out of our lives just yet. 
“Got some gas in the shed out back,” Sam said. “It’s yours if you could give me a hand with my wife. My back ain’t what it used to be since I got into my seventies.”
“What do you mean … give you a hand?” Robinson asked.
“Diggin’ the grave.”
“So that’s what the shovel is for,” I said.
Sam nodded. “For Edith. I still gotta bury her.”
“How much gas you got in the shed?” Ted asked.
“Few barrels full.”
We all exchanged glances, waiting for someone to express any objections. When no one did, Robinson nodded and said, “Okay. We’ll help you.”
“Fools,” I heard Aamod whisper under his breath.
But his objection was too late.





 
Sam led Ted and Robinson over to the shed to show them the drums of oil. Then he handed them both a shovel, and the three of them went to work digging a grave on the side of the house, under the shade of a few tall trees. Bowser stood nearby, jumping in to take over when Sam got tired. Aamod wanted no part in helping, so he stayed out front by the cars. With Sam’s permission, Naima went into the house to go number two. 
Peaches and I strolled along the exterior of the property. She held Olivia while I walked Jax on a leash.
“Poor guy,” Peaches said. “He has no idea what’s going on.”
“Nope, and he’ll most likely find out the hard way.”
“I feel bad about his wife though.”
“Yeah, it’s weird that she didn’t wake up.”
“She had cancer.”
“I know. That’s probably why. Her body was too weak of a host. Still, makes you wonder.”
Peaches stopped walking. “Makes you wonder what?”
Jax didn’t want to stop. He wanted to keep exploring the property, take in every last scent. “If she’ll stay dead,” I replied.
“But she didn’t wake up. You just said she was probably too weak of a host.”
“That was then, when she was still alive. She obviously contracted the virus initially. Just because she died in the coma doesn’t mean the virus won’t still mutate.”
“How many hours has she been dead?”
We started walking again, making our way back closer to the house. “Sam said she died sometime during the night.” I checked my watch. “It’s almost one in the afternoon. So it’s been at least six hours. Maybe as many as twelve or thirteen. If she’s gonna come back, should be soon.”
“Where do they have her body anyway?” Peaches asked.
Right then we heard the porch door slam, and Naima came running out of the house, hands over her face, looking upset. Robinson stopped shoveling dirt and asked her what was wrong, but she ignored him and quickly headed for the front of the house.
“I’ll go see what’s up with her,” Peaches said, and hurried off.
Jax and I walked up on Robinson, Ted, and Bowser continuing to dig and earn us some gas. Sam was standing back overseeing the operation. A fairly large mound of dirt sat beside them, though the hole itself wasn’t more than a few feet deep. 
“Looks shallow,” I said.
Robinson looked up at me. “No shit.”
“It’s not as easy as it looks,” Ted said, stopping to rest for a moment.
“I don’t know how far I would have gotten by myself,” Sam said. “I sure appreciate the help.”
“And we’ll sure appreciate the gas,” Bowser replied.
Robinson held out the shovel to me. “You wanna jump in?”
“I gotta hold Jax.”
“I’ll take him,” Robinson said, pulling the leash from my hand and replacing it with the shovel. “Have at it.”
I helped dig another foot before we all stopped to rest again. 
“Only three more feet to go, Jimmy,” Robinson said, sitting under a tree with Jax.
“That’s not even gonna happen,” Bowser said.
I nodded. “I’m with him.”
The sky overhead agreed, as we suddenly heard the rolling grumble of thunder.
“Looks like we might be gettin’ some afternoon showers,” Sam said, peering up at the dark clouds off to the west. “It’s movin’ in fast.”
“That’s not surprising. It’s Florida.” Robinson got up and walked over to the grave. “This’ll have to do.”
“Yessiree, it’ll do just fine,” Sam concurred. “We better hurry though. I’ll go and start gettin’ her ready.”
Sam went inside the house.
Robinson continued staring down into the hole. “Three feet will be fine, right?”
Bowser and Ted both shrugged, indicating they really didn’t care one way or another. Robinson looked over at me.
I still needed to tell him what happened to the dead bodies in the road back near Ted’s house—how they’d gotten up and walked away. I needed to tell him about the little girl in the woods, and Nicole. He needed to know. Everyone needed to know. But it could wait until we left this place, which given the approaching rainclouds, I had hoped would be soon. What happened after we were gone—whether or not the old lady we buried in the shallow grave would eventually rise again—well, that would be Sam’s problem.
“Three feet sounds good to me,” I finally said.
Ten minutes later, Bowser and Ted carried the old lady out of the house and gently laid her down in the grave. Thankfully, someone had closed her eyes, though it was still difficult to look directly at her pale blue face without feeling ill. I had seen dozens upon dozens upon dozens of dead bodies in the last few days alone, and the sight still wasn’t getting any easier to view. This one, this old woman, might have been the worst yet, as she reminded me a lot of my grandma. I envied Sam. He at least got to bury his wife. My grandma just disappeared into the early morning fog, a ghostly memory of her former self, and literally walked out of my life. Wherever she was, alive or dead, I hoped she was at peace. And I hoped someday I’d be able to find my own.
I stood back as Sam said a few parting words. Peaches quietly came up beside me.
“Where is Naima?” I whispered.
“Still out front with her father.”
“Did you find out what was wrong?”
“Yeah, I guess she saw the body inside the house.”
“That’s it?”
Peaches shrugged. “I think it surprised her, ya know. She was just expecting to go in and use the bathroom. You know how sensitive she is.”
“She’s gonna have to toughen up,” I said. “Things aren’t gonna get any easier.”
“I don’t think I’d ever want to reach a point where a dead body wouldn’t freak me out a little.”
“That’s not what I mean. She’s gonna die if she doesn’t learn to defend herself. Her father might not always be there to protect her. And given how unstable he’s become, I’d say that day will come sooner rather than later. None of us want to kill anything. But I don’t want to die, and I don’t think she does either. I’ve tried to explain this to her before, but I’m not sure how much got through.”
“I’ll try and talk with her when we get a moment,” Peaches said. “Maybe she just needs to hear it from another woman.”
Lightning flickered in the distance, followed by the sound of thunder a few seconds later. Sam seemed to get the message and wrapped up his eulogy. Then he grabbed a shovel and began filling the dirt back into the hole, slowly covering his wife. Robinson and Bowser jumped in to help once Sam gave the okay.
By the time they had the dirt filled in and the ground leveled off, it started to rain. Sprinkling at first, and then pouring down in buckets. We all took shelter on Sam’s back porch.
“Y’all are welcome to hang out until the storm passes,” Sam said. 
“Don’t think we have much of a choice,” Robinson replied. “Unless you want to run out there to the shed and get our gas.”
Sam looked at the shed thirty yards out getting pelted by the rain. The door was left open. “I’d rather not.”
“Then I guess we’ll stay.”
The back door opened and Aamod stepped out. For once, he didn’t have the shotgun in his hands. Naima stood behind him in the doorway, quiet and obedient as ever.
“When are we leaving?” Aamod asked.
“When it stops raining,” Robinson replied.
Aamod said nothing and went back inside. The rest of us watched the lightning for a few minutes longer, until it got too close for comfort, and then we went into the house as well.
Sam’s house was small but well lived in. It smelled of dust, and a quick glance around revealed thick coats of it to be on just about everything. The living room contained more furniture than it could comfortably hold, most with designs straight out of the 1970’s. All sorts of little knick knacks sat behind glass cabinets and atop wooden shelves. Everything from snow globes and small animals carved out of ivory, to an extensive collection of lifelike figurines numbering in the hundreds. Sam and his wife had amassed a ton of tiny treasures during their time together, and proudly showcased them.
“I got food in the kitchen if you’re hungry,” Sam said.
Food in the kitchen? As opposed to having food in the bathroom, which would be unsanitary. Particularly since Naima had just fired off a missile in there.
While most of the others followed Sam into the kitchen, I pulled Robinson into one of the spare bedrooms and gave him the talk. No, not about sex—of which I still knew very little—about the living dead. Even though we were in another room, I kept my voice down. The last thing I wanted was Sam to overhear our conversation. 
I had originally planned on telling him once we were back on the road, but the rain had swooped in and locked us down, with no sign as to when it would let us free. And the more I thought about it, the more I started to worry. What if Sam’s wife came back from the dead while we were here? How would Sam react? How would Robinson react? It was easy to imagine him making the mistake of getting too close, believing he’s immune, not realizing one bite from her would mean certain death. I couldn’t allow that to happen. I couldn’t go one moment longer withholding information that would be vital to our survival as individuals, and as a group. He needed to know. So I told him about the bodies in the road. I told him about Nicole’s husband in the shed. About the little girl in the woods, who despite missing half a leg, managed to drag herself across the ground and latch on to Nicole’s leg with her teeth. I told him how Nicole had come back as a rotting, pale faced, hazy-eyed, foul smelling zombie.
And what did Robinson do? 
He laughed at me.
“You don’t believe me, do you? You think I’m just making this up?”
“Maybe you’re trying to get one over on me,” he said.
Now it was me who started laughing. “I swear I’m not. It’s all true.”
“Really?”
“Really,” I said. “With all that’s happened, why is that so hard to believe?”
“I don’t know. Maybe there is something to what you’re saying. But it just sounds crazy. I can accept a virus getting into people’s minds, making them different. Changing them. Sure. But the dead coming back to life? … zombies? ... that’s just ridiculous.”
“I’ve seen it with my own eyes.”
“I don’t doubt you believe that. But I guess I’d have to see it with my eyes before I could believe it. Sorry, Jimmy.”
I shook my head in disbelief. 
Yes. Sorry me.
We rejoined the others in the living room, already engaged in conversation. Sam told us all about his wife Edith, about all the trophies she’d won riding horses, about her time spent helping out at the local animal shelter. Then we got to hear about the forty years Sam spent working on the railroad. The sound of the wind and rain outside, as well as Sam’s super interesting stories, were beginning to put me to sleep. 
I went into the kitchen and got a glass of water. Then I stood at the sink and stared out a window at the side yard. The rain was still coming down hard, accompanied by an occasional flash of lightning. Big gusts of wind swept through the trees, ripping off a few small branches. Between the house and the trees lay old Edith herself, three feet under, her final resting place pounded by fresh water, turning the dirt we’d dug to mud. But would it really be her final resting place? I was conflicted. A part of me hoped not, just so I could prove to Robinson I wasn’t lying. While another part of me hoped she’d stay in the ground, for Sam’s sake. My gut told me she wasn’t coming back—that Robinson would have to find out the truth another time. 
Out in the living room, I could hear the group explaining to Sam why we were going to New Orleans. I refilled my glass of water and was about to go back into the living room, when something caught my eye. I inched closer to the kitchen window above the sink, adjusted my glasses. Ice cold chills suddenly ran all down my body.
I saw a hand. 
A hand coming out of the wet soil.
A hand coming out of the wet soil right where we had buried Edith. 
Ever so slowly an arm sprouted from the ground and twisted upward like a fast growing plant. Then a second arm appeared, slipping through the surface. Together they flailed, clawing at the ground, frantically trying to push the dirt and mud away. 
Here was the proof Robinson needed, happening right before my eyes. Edith, who an hour ago was as dead as Lindsay Lohan’s brain cells, was alive. If by instinct, my hand slipped down and fell upon Sally by my side.
“Oh, Robinson,” I hollered.
“Yeah,” he yelled back from the other room.
“Could you come in here for a moment?” 
A moment later, Robinson came up and stood beside me. I didn’t have to tell him what I called him for. He followed my gaze, gradually leaning closer to the window, his jaw slowly falling open in shock. 
“I-I don’t understand,” Robinson finally said. “But … she was dead.”
“She still is,” I said. “Well, sort of.”
Neither one of us could take our eyes off the miracle of birth happening just outside the window. The rain poured down, washing the mud away from the old dead woman as she climbed from the grave, refreshed, renewed, and ready for her new lease on life. It’s a shame it wouldn’t last long.
Robinson sighed. “What the hell is going on?”
Wasn’t it obvious? She’s alive. 
Alive!
However, the real question was which one of us was gonna sneak outside in the rain and take care of her before Sam found out?
“What’re you lookin’ at?” a voice said from behind us.
It was Sam, of course.
Robinson and I turned to look at each other, and through the flicker and flash of lightning, I saw the slightest hint of a smile creep on to his face. Not that anything was funny, certainly not the thought of Sam seeing his wife stumbling around the yard, zombified. Okay, maybe that was a little funny. But the smile was Robinson’s way of saying, without words, you told me so.
You got that right, buddy.
I told you so.
We both turned on a dime, stood shoulder to shoulder, blocking the window.
Sam walked up and stopped in front of us, put his hands on his hips. “Well…?”
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I tried to tell him, didn’t I?
I pulled him aside, sat him down, one on one, man to man, and told him the truth. I told Robinson, the dead don’t stay dead. No, sorry to say, they come back. They awake. They arise. They stumble down the dark halls of death and back out into the bright light of life. Sure their flesh might be rotting. Sure they smell worse than a porter potty. Sure they might moan more than a rich whore after a long night of partying away daddy’s money. But unlike Paris Hilton, they weren’t something to laugh about. Dagnabbit, this was serious.
I stood shoulder to shoulder with Robinson, helping to block the kitchen window. Sam was in front of us, hands on his hips, wondering what we had been looking at. Outside, there were things he didn’t need to see—like the grave we’d wasted a good twenty minutes digging, and his dead wife crawling out of it. 
Oh Lord, what had we gotten ourselves into this time? 
We should have left when we had the chance. We should have driven a few miles down the road, found some gas elsewhere. But we had felt bad for Sam, bad that he had caught us attempting to rob him, bad that he had a bad back. Bad bad bad. It was all bad. And Sam had laid the sympathy routine on us like a real pro. 
“Why y’all look so nervous?” Sam asked.
Robinson glanced at me, and then back at Sam. Then he faked a laugh. It was about as reassuring as a lawyers handshake. “I’m not nervous.”
The look on Sam’s face said his bullshit detector wasn’t buying it. I thought I was doing an admirable job holding it together, but Robinson definitely looked nervous. Maybe it was just the heat inside the house, but he was sweating like a pig. A pig dressed up as a cop.
“You look like you just seen a ghost,” Sam said.
There was a flash of lightning dangerously close by, followed by the immediate crackling sound of thunder. It made Robinson and I flinch, but it was perfect timing. Mother Nature provided Robinson the excuse he needed.
Robinson relaxed his posture. “Okay. Honestly, I’m afraid of lightning. It’s been a fear of mine ever since I was a little kid.”
The words came out so effortlessly, I wondered if they were actually true. He did say honestly, after all.
Sam dropped his hands. The concerned look fled from his face, replaced by a crooked smile. “Oh, that’s too bad,” he said, chuckling. “Lightning don’t bother me. You’re a lot like Edith. She didn’t like it much either.”
Robinson was a lot like Edith? Oh yeah, that made me smile. I looked over at Robinson. He didn’t look like an old dead white woman to me. Maybe in a previous life. Nor did Edith seem to mind the lightning much. If anything, it got her up and out of the ground.
“It’s not something I like to talk about,” Robinson said. “It’s … you know … kind of embarrassing.”
More lightning. More thunder.
“Woo, that was a good one,” Sam said. “Right in our backyard.” He looked at me. “You afraid of lightning too, son?”
I shook my head. “No, not really.”
“What’re you afraid of?”
Let’s see. Aamod the Destroyer. Empty swing sets. Dusty attics or basements. Opera singers. Butt chins. Skeletor from the Masters of the Universe movie. And spiders. Tricky bastards always spin their webs right where they know you’ll walk into them, causing you to freak out and start ripping your clothes off.
But I didn’t get the chance to unveil my list, as something slammed hard against the window behind Robinson and I. Thankfully, the glass didn’t break. But it did cause all three of us to flinch this time.
“What in the hell was that?” Sam asked, stepping forward. “Sounded like—”
“It was probably nothing,” I interrupted. “Just a tree branch or something.”
The second sound was half as loud but twice as chilling. The sound of fingernails scratching against the glass. Unlike Mother Nature who had provided lightning at the perfect time, providing Robinson with the excuse he needed, Edith had not so perfect timing. She wanted through the window. Now! She was ready to eat, and it wasn’t even dinnertime yet.
Sam took another step forward, tried to peer around us. Robinson and I strategically placed ourselves in his path.
“Stop it, dammit!” Sam yelled, trying to wedge his body between us and the small kitchen window. “This is my house! Get outta my way! What’s your problem?”

“Just relax,” Robinson said.
“Heck no I ain’t gonna relax!”
While Sam yelled, the sound of scratching continued, with the occasional thump of an open hand against the glass.
“Is everything okay in here?” Ted asked, stepping in from the living room. Aamod came up behind him, followed slowly by the rest of the group.
“These two here are playin’ games,” Sam said. “They’re hidin’ something. They keep protecting this window.” 
“Robinson,” Ted said softly. “What’s going on?”
“Yeah, what’s going on?” Sam echoed. “You looking at my shed? You see somethin’ else you might like to steal?”
“What’s that noise?” Ted asked.
Sam wouldn’t allow us to answer. Not that he’d like the answer we’d give. “Something flew into the window, and now it’s stuck there, probably ruining the glass. But I wouldn’t know what because these two won’t get out of my damn way.” Sam stormed off toward the patio door. “I’m gonna go outside and see for myself.”
“No!” Robinson yelled. “Trust me. Don’t go out there.”
Sam took a few steps back toward us. “Trust you? That’s funny. You’re the most pathetic excuse for a lawman I’ve ever laid my eyes on.”
Robinson bowed his head and sighed. “I was trying to be nice, you grouchy old bastard. But it’s your house. So we’ll do things your way.”
Robinson lifted his head and stepped away from the window, pulling me with him. Mouths dropped open, including mine, as we all stared out the small kitchen window. 
Edith was on the other side, standing in the wind and rain, pressing her hands and face against the glass. Her milky white eyes darted around, watching us watch her, as she moaned and snapped her jaw open and closed like a crocodile. Slowly, all of us turned our attention from the dead woman to the dead woman’s husband, trying to gauge his reaction. Sam never took his eyes off her. He inched closer and closer to the window. He leaned over the sink—his face only a foot away from the half-inch pane of glass—and stared at her, as we did, completely speechless. Bewildered. 
Finally, he spoke one word. It slipped from out between his lips laced with both sadness and confusion. Her name.
“Edith.”
Sam turned from the window and once again went for the patio door. This time even more determined than the last.
“Ted, stop him!” Robinson shouted.
Like a good soldier, Ted stepped in front of Sam, blocking the patio door. But Sam wasn’t going to be stopped anymore. He grabbed Ted by the shirt and they began to tussle. Sam seemed surprisingly strong for a man in his seventies. What happened to his bad back? The adrenaline pumping through his body put an end to that real fast. As far as he knew, his wife was alive. Somehow, she was alive. And he’d fight to go out and see her again.
And we had to fight to prevent him.
Robinson and Bowser came to Ted’s aid, helping to push Sam away from the patio door. Peaches and Naima stood in the far corner next to me, not wanting to jump into the fight with the big boys. Aamod also didn’t jump in, and instead walked quietly back into the living room. He returned ten seconds later with his shotgun.
“What are you gonna do with that?” I asked.
Aamod didn’t answer.
“Get your hands off me!” Sam yelled. “That’s my wife out there! I gotta see her!”
“That’s not your wife anymore,” Robinson said. “She’s infected. And if you go out there, she’ll kill you. You understand me?”
Sam struggled to get free, but he was outnumbered. Three against one. Bowser alone was built like a German tank. He could have held Sam back by himself, but it was clear their intention wasn’t to hurt him. They were trying to save him. Help him. Aamod, however, had his own special way of doing things. He walked by them, heading for the patio door.
“Where are you going?” Ted asked.
Aamod opened the door and then turned back toward us. “I will take care of it,” he said, shotgun in hand. Behind him, the rain was still coming down strong, though the lightning had died down quite a bit.
Edith must have heard the door open. She took her ugly dead face off the window and stumbled backward, slipping on the wet ground. 
Sam stopped yelling. “What do you mean … you’ll take care of it?” The tone of his voice said he knew exactly what Aamod had meant.
He’ll take care of it. 
He’ll kill her.
“Wait, Aamod,” Robinson said. “Not yet. We have to…”
“What?” Aamod asked, standing statuesque in the doorway. “We have to what?”
Robinson appeared to be at a loss for words. Ted and Bowser offered him no help. 
Sam began crying. “Let me go. Please.”
“We can’t,” Robinson said, looking Sam in his tear-filled eyes. 
“But I have to see her. Please.”
“I’m sorry. We just can’t,” Robinson said again. He returned his attention to Aamod waiting in the doorway. I remembered Robinson saying last night that Aamod could be a valuable member of the group when he wanted to be. This was one of those moments. In days, he had become this emotionless machine, and would volunteer to do the things the rest of us didn’t want to do. The things we couldn’t do, because we were still trying to hang on to our humanity, while Aamod’s was already gone.
“Go,” Robinson finally said. “Go now.”
Aamod wasted no time. He walked out into the porch and out of sight.
Sam began struggling to get free again, crying out, “Nooooo! Nooooo!”
Let it be quick. Let it be over. 
We all waited for what we knew was coming, at any moment, cutting through the sound of the wind and the rain and the thunder… 
The shotgun going off.
BANG!





 
Sam collapsed, sliding down the wall to the kitchen floor, sobbing. The three big boys backed off, no longer needing to hold him.
I felt terrible for Sam. I really did. He was clueless. He didn’t understand. But he had real emotion. He had real love for his wife. He just didn’t realize the woman outside, the woman Aamod had presumably shot down with no hesitation, was no longer the woman he had loved. She had become a dangerous monster. A monster capable of killing all of us, including her husband, with just one bite. Perhaps even with a scratch of a nail. And like any dangerous monster, she had to be dealt with. She had to be killed.
“Jesus, what have I done?” Sam cried. “What have I done?”
Robinson wasn’t Jesus. He was too chubby. But he answered anyway. 
“You haven’t done anything,” he said. “This isn’t your fault.”
“Course it is. I buried my wife, and she wasn’t even dead. I let you all in here. You terrible, sick people. And now … oh God…”
Robinson knelt down next to Sam. “Listen to me. Your wife was dead. But this infection … well … it has some strange side effects.”
“What side effects? What on earth are you saying?”
“It wakes the dead,” I blurted out.
“Ya know, we have a name for people like you around here,” Sam said. “Insane. You are all insane.”
Aamod came back into the house as if nothing had happened. He leaned against the kitchen counter across from Sam and Robinson.
“It’s done,” Aamod said. He had the shotgun lowered by his side. “It’s time to go.”
Sam eyed Aamod, slowly making his way back to his feet. “Tell me … did you kill my wife?”
“She was already dead,” I said.
Sam ignored me, kept his focus on Aamod. “Did you? Did you, you son of a bitch? Did you kill my wife?”
Aamod smirked. “Didn’t you hear the gunshot?” 
Sam growled and lunged, arms extended, toward Aamod. Robinson and Bowser stepped forward to hold him back. 
In a flash, Aamod had the shotgun raised and pointed at Sam’s face.
“What are you gonna do about it?” Aamod said, racking the pump on the shotgun.
Robinson and Bowser pulled Sam back against the wall and held him there.
“Aamod, lower the gun,” Ted said. “Please.”
“No,” Aamod scoffed. “It’s time to go. Are you listening? We’ve been here long enough. We need to get the gas and leave. If you all had listened to me, we wouldn’t even be here right now.”
I hate to admit, he had a point.
“We’ll get the gas,” Ted replied, trying to keep his voice low and calm. “Just lower the gun.”
Sam, unable to move, did the only offensive thing he could do. He spat at Aamod. “Shoot me, you coward.”
Aamod rushed forward and pressed the barrel of the shotgun hard against Sam’s forehead. Both of the girls beside me gasped. The gun didn’t stay long against Sam’s forehead, however, as Bowser quickly spun and grabbed hold of it, and after a moment, successfully wrestled it out of Aamod’s hands. 
Indeed, things were spiraling out of control.
“Give me back my gun!” Aamod yelled.
“Go fuck yourself,” Bowser barked back. He handed the gun off to Ted, who hurried off with it into the living room. Aamod stepped toward Bowser, chest to chest, and stared up at him angrily. Bowser was a good eight inches taller. “What you gonna do, huh?”
Naima ran up and put her arms around her father, tugged him away from Bowser. “Daddy … just stop … will you,” she cried. “We have enough problems. What is wrong with you?” Aamod, for once, allowed Naima to speak without interrupting her. “We already lost mom. I don’t want to lose you too.”
“You won’t lose me,” he said, hugging her back. “I’m fighting for you. Every day for you. Only you.”
While everyone was focused on Aamod, Sam slipped away and out the patio door.
“Should we…” Bowser started.
Robinson shook his head. “No. Don’t matter now. Let him go.”
I walked up and looked out the small kitchen window. Edith’s body was nowhere in sight. Aamod had taken care of her off camera, so to speak.
“Where did you shoot her?” I asked.
“Where do you think?” Aamod said. “In the yard.”
“No, what part of her body?”
“Does it matter where he shot her?” Robinson asked.
“Yes. Don’t you remember what I told you? The infection is in the brain.”
“Okay, where did you shoot her?” Robinson asked of Aamod. “Did you shoot her in the head?”
“Close enough. Her head is … barely hanging on,” Aamod replied. 
Naima and Peaches both had enough of this conversation and fled to the living room. Such weak stomachs.
Robinson stared at me looking for guidance. 
I shrugged. “I don’t know. She could still be alive.”
Alive as a zombie could be.
Robinson sighed. His right hand massaged the pistol at his side. I could tell he was thinking the same thing I was.
One of us might have to go finish the job.
Then came Sam’s blood curdling scream from outside, and I knew it was true. Following Robinson’s lead, we all ran out into the rain. 
We found Sam lying on his side, curled up in the fetal position, soaking wet, big globs of mud dripping from his overalls. Edith was on the other side of him, not moving. Her hands were still. Her legs were still. As we got closer, I saw the upper part of her chest was blown apart, mangled like road kill. I recoiled when I saw her head. It lay a foot away from her body, attached only by a thin strand of muscle tissue. But more upsetting than the blood and the flesh and the exposed spine, was that despite Edith’s head being ninety-five percent detached from the rest of her body, her eyes still glowed with ugly dissociated life. Her jaw slowly came open and closed, like she was chewing on something, savoring it. 
Robinson knelt down next to Sam. “What happened?”
Sam was sobbing, holding his wrist. “She … she bit me. How is she still alive?” He rolled over on his back and looked up at us. Then he removed his other hand, exposing his wrist. The rain quickly washed away the blood as it poured out of the open wound, making the severity of the damage easy to see. Edith had chewed off a two-inch section of meat right down to the bone.
“Come on, we have to get him off the ground,” Robinson said. “Help me with him.”
I reached down and grabbed Sam by his good arm, making sure not to get too close to Edith the zombie head, who was still enjoying the fresh flesh she’d pulled from her husband’s wrist. With Robinson and Bowser’s help, we pulled Sam to his feet, and then helped him walk back to the porch.
I let go once we were under the wooden canopy and out of the rain, and glanced over at the brain without a body. Robinson looked over his shoulder, noticing I’d stopped. He nodded and said, “Go ahead, Jimmy.”
With permission, I went back out into the rain to finish what Aamod had started. 
Nobody understood what was really going on better than me; even Peaches had been slow initially to come around. Robinson was right to think I was crazy, or trying to get one over on him. It didn’t make sense. The dead coming back to life. A head able to function without a body. Impossible. But now none of them would be able to deny it. Things had gone from bad to worse. And any comfort we had taken by the fact that we hadn’t become infected, that we were the lucky ones, the immune, was now long gone. We were all at risk now. We could all become the next Edith.
I stopped four or five feet away from the head and pulled out Sally. The pale zombie eyes noticed me come into view, bulged excitedly in their darkly bruised sockets. A gargling sound escaped from what was left of the old woman’s throat, along with small chewed up bits of Sam’s wrist. Without a body, once the food went into the mouth, it had nowhere to go but back out the throat.
I turned around as I heard footsteps coming up behind me, sloshing in the water. 
It was Ted. He had come out to pay his respects.
“Holy shit,” he gasped, seeing the head. “Good God almighty. She’s still alive?” 
I nodded. “Sort of.”
“How could she survive that? Man, that’ll give you nightmares.”
“I already told Robinson. Now it’s time the rest of you know.”
“Know what?”
“There are two stages to the infection. This is the second stage.”
“I’m not sure I follow.”
“Of course you don’t. I’ll explain more in a minute.” 
I aimed Sally at the severed head. Pulled the trigger. The dissociated life in Edith’s eyes left instantly as the bullet burrowed itself into her head, shearing off part of her skull. Fragments of bone skipped away in a small puddle of water.
“Let’s go,” I said. “We don’t have much time.”





 
“Get some towels or something!” I heard Robinson yell, as Ted and I returned to the porch. “We need to stop the bleeding.”
Sam was lying on a porch swing, staring up at the wooden roof, trembling. His clothes were soaked with mud and water. His hair, once a crazy gray mess, was still a crazy gray mess, only now much of it fell forward against his face in brown muddy clumps. His skin had lost a lot of its former color. His eyes became heavy, as awareness threatened to leave him. I knew within minutes he’d probably develop a fever, if he didn’t already have one. And minutes after that… 
Poof! Old Sam would go to sleep forever, and new Sam would wake up.
“I wouldn’t worry about stopping the bleeding,” I said.
“Are you sure?”
I nodded. “You can’t save him anyway. He’s gone.”
Robinson backed away from Sam, joined the rest of us in the half circle we had formed around the swing. Naima came outside with some towels. Realizing it was too late, she dropped them on to the deck and cautiously walked up and stood with us, watching in silence as the last vestiges of life in Sam departed this cruel world.
“How long?” Robinson asked.
I checked my watch. 2:13 p.m. “Maybe five minutes,” I replied, glancing over at Peaches.
“That sounds about right,” she said. “At least it was for Nicole, anyway.”
“Who is Nicole?” Ted asked. “What’s going on?”
With the rain and thunder providing the soundtrack, I told them about the missing bodies in the road, about the eaten bodies, about Nicole and her dead husband locked in the shed, about my theory of the virus mutating to keep the host alive. Peaches then helped me explain to everyone what we had witnessed back at the camp. How the little girl had come back from the dead, having survived a shot to the heart. How she had bitten Nicole. How Nicole had careened off the red cliff of death as quickly as Sam had. And how she had risen from that fate moments later, hungry.
“So let me get this straight, you’re saying in a minute Sam here’s gonna wake from the dead?” Ted asked. 
“I don’t believe it,” Aamod said.
“Believe it,” I said. “How else would you explain the old woman over there?”
“I didn’t help dig the grave,” Aamod said. “I was out front. So how can I explain what you did or didn’t do? She was probably still alive, just in a coma like the rest of them. And then you buried her and she woke up. Simple as that.”
“That does make the most sense,” Ted said.
“I never said it made any sense,” I replied. “Only that it was the truth. I’ve seen it.”
“So have I,” Peaches added.
“I think they’re right,” Robinson said. “I didn’t want to believe it when he first told me, but I can’t make any better sense of it. Question I have is … shouldn’t we just kill Sam now before he wakes up and causes us more problems?”
“We should, yes,” I said. “But not this time. I think everyone needs to see it with their own eyes, now rather than later. So we can all be aware of what we’re up against.”
“Okay then … but to be safe, I’m gonna throw these on him.” Robinson slid out a pair of handcuffs, presumably the same handcuffs we’d used to secure my grandma to his dining room chair a few nights ago, and snapped one cuff on Sam’s good wrist and the other around the metal base of the porch swing. Then he rejoined us on the opposite end.
“Be ready,” I said. “Remember, only head shots will stop them. Robinson, I’ll let you do the honors this time.”
“Gee thanks.”
I checked my watch again. 2:18 p.m. Five minutes had passed and Sam was still stiff as a board. Don’t fail me now, old man. Not after I’d given my best speech. Don’t make me look stupid.
From inside the house, Olivia began crying. 
“Looks like somebody’s up,” Peaches said. She began heading inside but Naima stopped her. 
“I’ll go take care of her,” Naima said. “I don’t want to see this anyway. I believe you, Jimmy.”
Thanks, I believed me too. Now if we could just get Ted on board, and Aamod, who for some odd reason followed his daughter into the house. Was he going to help with the baby? That was a scary thought. He didn’t seem the nurturing type.
Peaches settled back behind me and started rubbing my back. It felt nice. 
Come on Sam. Your alarm clock should have went off by now. Time to do the impossible. It’s wakey wakey time.
Aamod came back outside with the shotgun in his hands. Since Bowser had ripped it away from him, he must have felt the phantom pain of it being gone. The gun had become like an appendage to him, a third arm.  
“Don’t,” Robinson said. “Don’t. You. Dare.”
Aamod nodded, but Bowser still eyed him with suspicion.
I was too focused on the extraordinary work Peaches was doing on my back to worry about Aamod. For a moment, I shut my eyes and focused on nothing but her hands massaging me and the soothing sound of the falling rain. Oh, how nice it would be to take an afternoon nap, perhaps with Peaches by my side, curled up under a blanket. Was that too much to ask? The way she was moving her fingers up and down my spine I thought maybe it wasn’t.
Of course, I’d have to wonder about that later, as Sam finally decided it was time to reanimate. 
He came awake slowly, grunting and groaning as he sat up, taking in his surroundings. His eyes rolled into the back of his head, and then down and back up again, as though he had little control over them. He struggled to stand, slipped and fell. The handcuffs didn’t allow him much room to move, which was good for us, especially once he noticed us huddled together on the other end of the porch. He yanked at the cuffs with every bit of strength he had, moaning, wanting desperately to get us between his teeth, but couldn’t break free. 
Perhaps the only good thing about this second stage of the infected was their reduced motor skills. Being a walking corpse, they weren’t particularly strong, fast, or coordinated in any way, and their bodies were basically sacks of soft, dead flesh, easy to damage and dismember. However, what they lacked in dexterity, or physical prowess, they made up for in desire. 
Sam pulled and pulled at the handcuffs. The metal dug into his hand, shaving off the skin little by little. The swing beneath him rattled and shook. I didn’t think he’d be able to tear the base of the swing off. If anything, it was his hand that might come off, and he seemed perfectly content to lose it if that’s what it took to break free.
Robinson removed his pistol and pointed it at Sam.
“Shoot him in the chest,” I said.
“But—”
“I just want you to see.”
Robinson gripped the gun tight with both hands and fired a round into Sam’s chest. The force of the shot forced Sam off his wobbly feet and back on to the swing.
“Again,” I said.
As Sam tried to stand back up, Robinson pulled the trigger a second time, sending him right back down into a sitting position. The bullet tore through the old man’s soaking wet overalls and lodged itself somewhere in his chest, perhaps in one of his many organs that no longer worked—organs that weren’t even a necessary requirement for life anymore.
The third shot completed the triangle of holes in his chest, but the old man wasn’t impressed. He was still coming, tugging even harder at the cuffs, having already torn half of his hand off. 
That’s what I mean by desire, folks.  
Old Sam was a weeping, sad, pathetic, hillbilly mess. New Sam could give a fuck about a few bullet holes. So what. No big deal. Just a flesh wound.
“Okay … has everybody seen enough?” It wasn’t really a question. I knew they had. “To the head.” 
Robinson took longer to aim than I expected, making me concerned that Sam might break free of the handcuffs before he got the shot off. And what if Robinson missed? I reached for Sally just as he pulled the trigger.
He might have taken his sweet ass time, but his aim was true. 
Thankee, gunslinger.
Sam’s head snapped back, sending mud flying from his hair. He fell against the swing one last time, rocking it into motion. He came to a rest in a pretzel like twist, limbs going every which way.
Robinson took a slow, deep breath. “That was…”
“Unbelievable,” Aamod said.
“Yeah,” I said. “You trust me now?”
Aamod shook his head and said, “No,” without the slightest hesitation. Then he walked up and began inspecting Sam’s corpse.
“Well … guess we won’t have to worry about taking too much gas now,” Ted said. “Once this rain stops, that is.”
Just like Ted to always think ahead.
Hey, that rhymed.
“I don’t suppose you want those handcuffs back,” Bowser said.
Robinson smirked. “No, I think I’ll leave them here. They’ve seen enough action.”
“You got a second pair, don’t you?” I said.
Robinson winked at me and then walked inside the house. The rest of us followed. All but—
BANG!
We all ducked for cover, hands over our ears.
I nearly jumped into Peaches’ arms, glad that my pants were already wet in case I pissed them.
“What the fuck!” Robinson yelled, spinning around fast.
Aamod came around the corner and stood in the doorway, light smoke drifting out of the barrel of his shotgun.
“What in the fuck was that about?” Robinson said angrily.
Aamod leisurely walked by us and said in the flattest of tones, “Just making sure.”
The Destroyer need not offer any further explanation, and none of us were brave enough to peek outside and find out exactly what just making sure meant. But I think—no, I know—we all had a pretty good idea.





 
By the 3 o’clock hour, it had stopped raining, and we were finally ready to get back on the road, blow this Popsicle stand for good. 
Robinson and Ted drove the SUV’s around to the back of the property, parked them in front of Sam’s shed, and began transferring gas from the large fifty-gallon barrels to the cars. It was a slow process, and instead of standing around and watching, the rest of us searched the house for anything useful we could take with us. We went through the bedrooms, the closets, the kitchen cabinets. Aamod even peeked up into the attic. What we found we set near the front door, mostly food and first aid supplies. Unfortunately, Sam and Edith didn’t have any adult diapers that we could cut down to size for Olivia, so we’d still have to find somewhere to stop that sold baby stuff.
Robinson came in through the patio door just as Peaches and I finished combing the pantry for canned food.
“Thought I’d feed Jax,” he said. He had a round plastic container in each hand, one with food, the other water. “Before I forget.”
“What is that?” I asked, looking down into the bowl with the food.
“MRE. Sausage gumbo I think.”
“Looks disgusting.”
“He won’t think so. Probably give him gas though.”
“Oh, wonderful. You know we’re gonna be trapped in the car with him in a little bit,” I said.
Robinson shrugged. “He’s gotta eat.”
“You’re at least in the front seat. He’ll be in the back with us.”
“Sorry about your luck. You can drive if ya want. Long as you don’t get us into any head on collisions with parked cars.”
“I can’t promise that.”
“You can ride with Ted … and Aamod.”
“Hmm. Pass.”
“Okay then, don’t complain. I usually feed Jax twice a day, and he didn’t eat when we stopped off earlier. I’ll get him some regular dog food once we find somewhere to stop. We’ll be on the coast in under an hour, less we get held up.”
“Don’t say that,” Peaches chimed in. “I’d like the rest of the day to go smoothly.”
I nodded. “What she said.”
“Well, I’ll let you two finish in here. Ted should be done siphoning the gas soon. Where’s Jax?”
“He’s sleeping in the master bedroom with Olivia,” Peaches replied. “He likes to keep her company. He’s her little protector.”
“That’s cute,” Robinson said, and then sauntered out of the kitchen.
Ten minutes later, Ted was finished filling the gas tanks. He pulled the SUV’s back around front so we could load up the supplies we’d cherry-picked from the house. After, Peaches went back inside to get Olivia, careful not to wake her, while the rest of us made one final sweep to make sure we hadn’t forgotten anything. 
Olivia’s baby bag? Check. 
Jax’s makeshift dog bowls? Check.
Aamod’s shotgun? Double check.
“Okay, we good to go?” Ted asked. Everyone nodded. “If you gotta use the restroom, better do it now.”
He was like a dad making sure us kids were in line before piling into the car to head off on vacation. 
Ted’s post-apocalyptic family vacation.
“Last chance to get those handcuffs,” I said.
“Go for it,” Robinson replied. “There yours if you want them.”
“Um, I wouldn’t recommend going out there,” Ted said. “It’s not pretty.”
“That’s putting it mildly,” Robinson added. “It’s absolutely revolting. And let me tell you I’ve seen some grim scenes in my line of work.”
“Worse than the old woman’s head?” I asked.
Robinson and Ted exchanged a glance.
“I think so,” Ted said. “Have you ever heard of Gallagher?”
“No.”
“That’s not surprising. You’re a little young. Gallagher was this comedian who would use a large mallet to smash fruit on stage, mainly watermelons. It always got a laugh. Pieces would fly everywhere, often out into the crowd.” He paused. “You see where I’m going with this?”
“Yeah, you’re saying Aamod did a great impersonation of this comedian guy.”
“Exactly. Only he didn’t use fruit and it wasn’t funny. Otherwise … spot on.”





 
We weren’t back on the road long before civilization, or the last remains of it, reared its ugly head again. Gone were the two lane county roads that snaked through miles and miles of lush green trees. Back were the endless number of abandoned cars and ravaged properties—the occasional black smoke in the sky, and the burning smell that accompanied it. And who could forget everyone’s favorite, the infected. 
The towns we passed through were much smaller than Orlando, so the groups of infected weren’t nearly as large. Nor did they seem too concerned with us as we rolled by. Unless you did something to set them off, they’d usually just keep walking, keep heading north. Still, we kept our eyes open. Remained vigilant.
Due to the decreased volume of cars, at least compared to the mess in the city, we were finally able to connect with Highway 50 in a town called Brooksville. According to Ted, who would chirp in every now and then over the walkie-talkie, we could ride 50 west the rest of the way to the gulf coast. It turned out to be no more than a thirty-minute drive.
“Bravo team,” Ted said over the radio.
“Go ahead,” Bowser said back.
Ahead of us, Ted pulled off the road and into the parking lot of a small shopping plaza. “There’s a little mom and pop store here. Looks untouched. Might have the baby stuff we need.”  
Robinson slowed down, followed Ted into the parking lot. The plaza had only three stores. A tattoo shop, a bail bondsman, and what appeared to be a local grocery store. We pulled as close to the building as possible and then got out of the car. 
From the outside, the mom and pop grocery didn’t look much bigger than your average gas station. Once inside, it felt even smaller. And while Ted was right that it didn’t look like looters had ransacked the place—nothing looked broken or trashed—the lack of useful items to take was probably the reason why. The store smelled like old dust and dead dreams, as though the owners had closed up shop and deserted the place long before the virus swept into town.
“This is lovely,” I said, walking the cramped aisles, wiping away the dust and checking the dates on the occasional item. “All of this stuff is expired.”
“You think diapers can go bad?” Peaches asked.
“They go bad all the time,” I said. “Usually not long after Olivia eats.”
Peaches smiled. “You know what I mean.” She went ahead of me, around to the next aisle.
We left the store moments later, diaper-less. In fact, there was no baby stuff at all.
“Not a total waste of a stop though,” Robinson said, carrying two medium sized bags of dog food, one over each shoulder.
“Is it in date?”
“Don’t know. Jax won’t care anyway.”
“Still…” I said.
“He’ll live.” Robinson loaded the dog food into the back of the SUV. Jax perked up, sniffed the bags, very interested. “See, told you he wouldn’t care. Can’t be too picky. Gotta take what he can get from now on. We all do.”
I guess if I could survive eating some of the food from Aamod’s convenience store, Jax would have no problem digesting some old kibble.
We hopped back into the cars.
“Be on the lookout,” Ted said over the radio. “Should be some larger stores to raid somewhere around here. Looks like we’re coming up on a road called Commercial Way. We’ll take that north up the coast.”
“And what’s this town called?” Robinson asked.
There was a delay before Ted answered. He might have been checking the map. “Weeki … Wachee. I think that’s the name.”
Weeki Wachee? Really?
Who got drunk and named that town?
We continued down Highway 50 until we reached Commercial Way. On the corner was a Winn-Dixie, the beef people. Unlike mom and pops up the road, the Winn-Dixie parking lot was full of cars, though not nearly as bad as the Walmart we’d raided on day one—the greatest car clusterfuck. This time, we could actually pull the vehicles pretty close to the front of the store. 
We got out, walked up. The front doors must have been locked, but that didn’t stop the looters. Big chunks of dark tinted glass lay all over the ground near the entrance. Since very little of the glass remained attached to the doors, it was easy to sneak inside without being cut. Still, we took our time entering the store. If I fancied hurting myself, I’d just think back to when I first watched the Star Wars prequels. Ouch, painful.
“I’ll stay back,” Ted said. “Keep an eye on the cars.”
Robinson nodded. “We should only be a minute.”
Aamod and Naima (who now held Olivia) also elected to stay back and wait with Ted at the front entrance.
The remaining four of us soldiered on inside the store. The interior conditions of the Winn-Dixie were anything but surprising. Shopping carts, many filled to the brim, clogged up every lane. Displays lay in shambles, their contents strewn about everywhere. Broken bottles leaked their sticky innards all over the floor. Even by Winn-Dixie standards, it was a disaster zone. And that’s saying a lot.
We walked by the service desk. There wasn’t a single cigar or pack of cigarettes left behind the counter. Totally cleaned out. It was good to know that when bad times come people focus on the important stuff. The beer section was probably just as empty, but we wouldn’t waste our time finding out. 
The further we walked from the front of the store, the harder it became to see the broken bits of glass or mashed up Captain Crunch at our feet. The overhead lights were off, the main downside to having no power, just barely edging out not being able to hear Michael Bolton sing How am I supposed to live without you? I feared the days of backup generators were probably in the past. Lucky for us the large windows up front let enough sunlight in to keep us from clicking on flashlights.
We checked the signs above each aisle until we found the one with the baby stuff.
“Here,” Peaches said, leading us down an aisle mid store.
“Well, there’s lots to choose from,” Robinson said. “I guess diapers weren’t most people’s number one priority.”
“I know I hadn’t really thought to get any,” I said. “Not until we found Olivia in the hospital. My grandma didn’t wear diapers. Though I’m still surprised we didn’t find any back at Sam’s house. He looked like he was carrying a load in his pants.”
Robinson laughed. “The overalls did make it look that way.”
Peaches pulled a bunch of different packs of diapers off the shelf and read the labels. After finding the correct size, the smallest size, she handed the packs off to Robinson and I. Then she loaded Bowser up with powdered formula and new bottles.
“That should be good for now,” she said.
“You sure?” 
She thought for a moment, and then nodded. “I think so.”
We navigated the maze of food and carts back to the front entrance of the store, surprised to find we had extra company waiting for us when we arrived. A slender woman, upper twenties to thirties, with fair skin and fiery red hair, stood next to Ted.
“I tried getting you on the walkie,” Ted said.
“It’s in the car,” Robinson replied. “Who’s this?”
“My name’s Cathy,” the woman said. “I live close by.”
“Cathy has a bit of a problem,” Ted said.
“Don’t we all,” Bowser said. He lifted the back gate and we put the baby supplies in the back of the SUV.
“What’s the problem?” Robinson asked.
“It’s my husband Brian … he’s missing.”
“A lot of people are missing,” Robinson replied. “Most don’t want to be found. If your husband was infected, he’s probably long gone. And I’m sorry to say, he ain’t coming back.”
“No, you don’t understand,” Cathy said. “Brian wasn’t infected, at least not when he left this morning.”
“Why did he leave then?”
“He went with a neighbor of ours to get supplies. Theo needed medication. He’s an older man. Has a heart condition. There’s a Walmart about ten minutes from our house, and they have a pharmacy. But they never returned. They said they’d be back in less than an hour. That was…” She checked her wristwatch. “That was five hours ago.”
“Shouldn’t you be at the Walmart then looking for him, if that’s where he went? What are you doing here?”
“I went to the Walmart, as close as I could get to it. The parking lot is blocked off with cars, and there’s armed men walking around. So I thought that maybe they went somewhere else. But I’ve been all over town for hours now, checking a ton of stores, and haven’t seen any sign of either of them. I’m afraid something terrible might have happened.”
Robinson had Cathy get in the passenger seat, and upon her direction, drove us south down Commercial Way. It was just the three of us and Jax, who now without Peaches hogging the other half of the seat, could sit right beside me. The others stayed back. Not by choice. Robinson’s orders. For some reason, he let me come along. I certainly wasn’t the best shot out of all of us, should something happen and we run into trouble, perhaps with the armed guards Cathy spoke of. Ted was easily the best shot. He had taught me, after all. I think Robinson just trusted me the most. He saw me as his partner in training—his Barney Fife, only he let me keep bullets in my gun.
We stopped five miles down at the entrance to the Walmart parking lot. There was a blockade of cars, just as Cathy had said, but not of the usual variety we were used to seeing—the cars whose drivers had fallen into sudden comas. These cars were deliberately lined end to end to prevent anyone from driving on to the property, like a fence line of motor vehicles.
“You weren’t kidding,” Robinson said. “Somebody went through a lot of work to block this off.”
“From what I could tell, it goes all the way around back too,” Cathy said.
“Where were these guards you saw?”
“The guys I saw were hanging out near the entrance. You can’t see it from here. There’s just too many trees and stuff in the way. I didn’t even notice them at first. I came in from Osowaw at the last light we passed. It’s the quickest way from my house.”
Robinson did a U-turn and headed back north, taking a left at the first intersection. Osowaw. It led us to a side entrance, which was blocked off just like the main entrance, though it did get us closer to the actual building. We got out of the car, ducked behind a white Toyota, and cautiously scanned the parking lot.
“There,” I said, pointing to someone walking around the tire and lube area toward the back of the store. They walked slowly, taking in their surroundings. It was too far away to tell how old they were, or even if they were male or female. But I could see they had light skin, a solid blue shirt on, and bleach blond hair. In their hands was either a long gun or some sort of wooden club.
“Is that one of the people you saw?” Robinson asked.
“No, I don’t think so. That one looks new. The guys I saw were bigger, rougher looking.”
“Is this the same spot you were standing when you saw them?”
“This is where I parked, but I didn’t see them until I got closer to the front entrance. See, I climbed over one of the cars and headed across the parking lot. I was just gonna go in and see if Brian and Theo were still in there. This was maybe three hours after they said they’d be back. About two hours ago.”
“Why’d you wait so long to go look for them?”
“Brian told me not to,” Cathy replied. “He said if they didn’t come back after a few hours then they must have run into trouble, and for me to … for me to stay at home.” Her voice started to crack, emotion flooding out. “He didn’t want me leaving the house to look for him. He said it was too dangerous. But what was I supposed to do … just sit there by myself and wonder what happened? I had to go looking for him. I love him. He’s my husband. I tried to stay positive, thinking maybe they just had trouble finding the meds in the pharmacy or something. But I got about halfway to the entrance when I saw the guys with guns come outside, and then I got really worried. Brian and Theo both had guns too, but only to protect themselves from the crazy infected people. These guys I saw looked like they were guarding the store. I was scared they’d see me, so I hid for a little while, and then slowly made my way back to my car. I wasn’t gonna confront them. Who knows what they’d do with me.”
Robinson sighed. “Well, this one definitely looks like he’s patrolling.” The person with the blond hair and blue shirt disappeared around the back of the building. “Where did you go after you left here?”
“Um, first I went back home, just to make sure they hadn’t come back. Then I left again, drove around for a while. There’s a Publix across the street. I was pretty sure it had a pharmacy too. I thought maybe they’d gone there instead. Nope. I checked another Publix further north. Still no sign of them. I kept going back home, hoping they’d returned. I was driving around to do another check of the area when I saw you pull into the Winn-Dixie parking lot. I had just been there maybe thirty minutes earlier.”
We sat in silence, hunched behind the white Toyota, waiting to see if blondie would come back around the corner.
He didn’t.
“Can you help me?” Cathy whispered. “Without Brian, I’ve got nothing. Nobody.”
“You realize…” I started to say and then stopped myself. I was going to tell her the bad news. That he was probably dead. Who am I kidding? He was dead. There was no probably about it. And I had my doubts that the armed men patrolling the Walmart had anything to do with his disappearance—his death. My guess was Brian and Theo got a little too close to a pack of infected and—bada bing, bada boom—that was the end of the story. Either way, what did Cathy really expect us to do about it?
“Let’s get back to the others,” Robinson said.
We got in the car and headed north to the Winn-Dixie. The rest of the group had piled into the other SUV, awaiting our return. Peaches, holding Olivia in her arms, immediately hopped out when we pulled up beside them. Bowser stayed in the passenger seat opposite Ted.
“I’ll have to talk with the others before we make any decisions,” Robinson said to Cathy.
“I understand. Please come to my house and think about it. I promise it’s not far. You can follow me there.”
Robinson thought about it for a moment and then nodded. “Okay, that’ll be fine.” 
Cathy jumped out of the car and got into a gray pickup truck. Peaches hopped into the backseat with me.
“What’s going on?” Ted asked over the radio.
“We’re gonna follow Cathy to her house,” Robinson said back. “It’s not far.”
Ted: “Why?”
“I’ll fill you in when we get there.”
Ted: “Okey dokey.”
We pulled out behind Cathy, Ted behind us.
“You’re not really thinking about helping her, are you?” I asked. “You know her husband’s dead.”
“I know.”
“Then why are we going to her house?”
“Because we gotta do something, Jimmy. We can’t just leave her all alone.”
“What then? What’re we going to do?”
“I don’t know. Something.”





 
“You have a nice house,” Peaches said.
I couldn’t agree more. Cathy’s house was nice and spacious, two stories, and judging by the number of empty lots in the neighborhood, it couldn’t have been built more than a few years ago. It still had that new house smell. Ooh. Ahh. New paint. New carpet. Everything was ultra clean and organized. The furniture was modern, with bold colors and sharp lines. The art on the walls was abstract and full of wonder and life. Big windows along the rear of the living room let in lots of sunlight, and provided a good view of the canal that led off into the Gulf of Mexico. Somebody had a good job. Cathy, Brian, or both.
“Thanks,” Cathy said. “We just moved in a little over a year ago. It was our fresh start.”
Peaches sat next to me on a black leather couch, holding Olivia. Cathy sat across from us. “I’d say you did pretty well,” Peaches said.
Did being the key word. These days doing pretty well meant you were still alive, with a functioning brain.
Behind us, Robinson was chatting with the others in the kitchen, finding out where they stood on helping Cathy find her deceased husband. He already knew where Peaches and I stood on the issue. We’d made our case to him in the car on the way over. I thought it was highly unlikely that Ted or Bowser would think it was a good idea, and damn near impossible that Aamod would. What Naima thought, of course, didn’t matter. Her father made all the decisions for her.
“She’s so young,” Cathy said. “The baby. How old is she?”
“A few days old,” Peaches replied.
“Oh my God. You’re kidding. How … how did you have a baby just days ago?”
“No, she’s not mine. We found her at a hospital. We’ve been taking care of her ever since.”
“That’s incredible. She’s so lucky.”
“She is,” Peaches replied. “And I think we are too.” Peaches looked over at me and smiled.
“What’s her name?”
“We named her Olivia,” I said.
“Aww, you mind if I hold her?”
“Not at all.”
Peaches carefully handed the baby to Cathy. 
“Brian and I had a baby girl. We named her Gwen, but…” Cathy began, looking down as she gently rocked Olivia. “But she was born with a severe immune system disorder. It was like her body was constantly fighting her … wouldn’t give her a chance. She’d get sick all the time…”
Somehow, I had a feeling this story wasn’t going to end well. By the front door, there were photos of Cathy and what I assumed was her husband Brian. In many of the photos was a baby.
“Finally, she got a lung infection, and she had to be hospitalized,” Cathy continued. “She lasted a week before … before she left us.”
The sadness permeated every note of Cathy’s story, yet she was smiling down at Olivia. Smiling through the pain of having to retell the tragic loss she’d suffered. Like just seeing Olivia, holding her, rocking her, was bringing back good and bad memories.
“I’m sorry,” Peaches said. “I can’t even imagine what that must have been like to go through something like that.”
“It was tough. Even today, it still is. I think about her all the time, wonder what she’d be like if she was still here.”
“How long ago did this happen?” I asked.
“Almost two years ago now. Gwen would be turning four next month. That’s what I meant by me and Brian getting a fresh start. After she left us, went off to be in heaven, we moved here. We had this house built, relocated jobs, all to try and forget. To try and put it behind us.” Cathy wiped her eyes and took a deep breath. “As you can tell it didn’t really work. And now everything, the whole damn world has gone to hell. Makes my little story seem insignificant.”
“I don’t think so,” Peaches said. “It’s significant to you. That’s all that really matters.”
Cathy finally looked up from Olivia. “Now you see why I have to find Brian. I … I can’t go on without him. I would have never made it this long.”
Peaches and I both nodded, glanced at each other. I suddenly felt like a huge selfish jerk for not wanting to help her. I think Peaches felt the same. However, Cathy’s hopes of finding Brian would come crashing down mere moments later.
The others joined us in the living room, and Robinson delivered the bad news.
No.
The answer was no.
Cathy had only a one word response. “Why?”
“Basically, from our experience in the last few days,” Robinson began, “the likelihood of your husband still being alive is slim to none. He said he’d be back in an hour. And like you said, that was at least five hours ago. If there was something to find, I don’t know where we would even begin. We’re not from this area, and you already spent the last few hours searching for him yourself. I know it might be hard to admit, but I’m really sorry, I think your husband is gone.”
“So you can’t do anything for me?” Cathy asked, glancing around at each of us. All silent. All letting Robinson be the bad guy. “You’re right. He may be gone. It’s not something I want to think about, but I know it’s a possibility.” Cathy finally lost it. Her voice shook as tears began running down her cheeks. The verdict was probably made worse, made more emotional, given she’d just finished talking about the child she’d lost. She bowed her head. Her long, wavy red hair fell forward and shielded much of her face. “I don’t know. I don’t know what to say. I don’t know what more I can do.”
We all remained silent, let her cry it out. It was the first step toward healing, shedding off denial and accepting that it was what it was and there was no way to change it. We all knew what she was going through, because we we’re all going through it too. This new world was not a place for happiness to bloom, and I think we all anticipated more sorrow to come.
Robinson stepped forward, knelt down next to Cathy. “There is something we can offer you Cathy.”
Cathy slowly raised her head, brushed her hair out of her face. “What?”
“You can come with us. I know we just met, but we’re all good people. And we’ll try to protect you, best we can.”
“Where are you going?”
“New Orleans. To look for my son.”
Cathy sniffed back snot. “But why should I leave here and go with you all to New Orleans?”
“What reason do you have to stay here?”
“There’s still a chance Brian could come back.”
“That’s true. He might,” Robinson said. “But what if he doesn’t? Are you gonna be okay here all by yourself? You know how dangerous it is out there.”
“We have a boat,” Cathy said, seemingly out of nowhere. She looked at each of us trying to gauge our reaction. “We have a boat. Well … it’s Brian’s boat.”
“Okay,” Robinson replied.
That was my reaction as well.
Okay. You have a boat. Who cares?
“You said you’re going to New Orleans. We have a boat. We could take you there. It would be a lot safer than going by road.”
“I don’t know much about boats,” Robinson said. He turned to the rest of us. “Anyone have experience with boats?”
Ted was the only one who answered.
“A little,” he said. “Mostly small boats.”
“You don’t have to worry about any of that,” Cathy said. “Brian can drive the boat. I’m sure he’ll have no problem agreeing to take you if you just help me.”
“I can tell you love Brian a lot.”
“So much,” Cathy sobbed.
“But he’s gone, Cathy. I wish he wasn’t. I really do.” Robinson stood up. “I’m sorry. Think about my offer. You’re welcome to come with us.”
After a moment, Cathy got up and headed for the front door. “I need some fresh air.”
Robinson, Ted, and I converged at the sliding glass door. It looked out on to the covered dock, where the boat Cathy had mentioned sat suspended out of the water.
“So Ted, you think you can drive that thing … or one like it?” Robinson asked.
Ted shrugged. “Maybe.”
“It’s not a bad idea, right? Taking a boat. It would be a lot safer than staying on land.”
“Probably even get us there faster,” Ted added. “Thing is, I don’t know how many gallons the boat has or how long it’ll last even if the tank is full. Don’t wanna get out there and run out of gas.”
“I say we ride up the coastline anyway. That way we’ll never be too far from land. Case something does happen.”
“You think she’s gonna come with us?” I asked.
“I hope so,” Robinson replied.
Ted smirked. “Yeah, we need her boat.”
“I’m sure we could find another boat,” Robinson said. “This neighborhood is on a canal. Most of these houses probably have docks. We don’t need her boat.”
“She just won’t last long out here by herself,” I said.
Robinson nodded. “That’s why I hope she comes with us.”
Cathy came back inside five minutes later with an answer, or more like, a proposition.
“I can’t leave right now,” she said. “I’m sorry I just can’t. I feel like he could still be out there. I need to keep looking for him.”
“If that’s your decision,” Robinson said. “I have to respect it.”
“I wasn’t done,” Cathy said. “I have an offer for you.”
“Go on.”
“I know it’s dangerous out there, and you’d be risking your lives for someone you don’t even know … but if you help me look for him, at least until it gets dark, I’ll let you take the boat. You can spend the night here, and in the morning you can leave. In fact, if we don’t find him tonight, and he doesn’t return by morning, I’ll go with you.”
Robinson glanced around the room. We all sat still, in silence, offering him nothing in the way of a yes or no reaction. Except for Aamod, naturally. He turned his back to us and walked into the kitchen.
Guess that’s one vote no.
“What time is it?” Robinson asked.
I checked my watch. “Quarter to five,” I said.
“That would only give us two and a half to three more hours of light,” Robinson said. “I don’t know how big the area is, but that’s not a lot of time.”
“At this point, I’ll take whatever I can get,” Cathy said. “If our search turns up nothing … then I’ll have to deal with that. But I can’t move on knowing I didn’t try everything I could.”
“I understand.”
“So you’ll help me then?”
Again Robinson looked around for objections. “Anyone got any problems with the deal?” Everyone shook their head. “I guess it’s a deal then.”
“Thank you so much,” Cathy said. “Really … thank you.”





 
Not to waste one more minute of daylight, we headed off in a hurry. We took one vehicle, what had become Robinson’s white SUV. He drove, while Cathy sat in the passenger seat to be our guide around the area. I sat in the backseat, squished between Ted and Bowser. The others—Aamod, Naima, Peaches, Olivia, and Jax—all stayed back at the house.
 For the next two hours, Cathy led us around town, here and there and back again. We got out of the car more times than I cared to count. Checked a ton of stores, most grocery, but also a few independent pharmacies. The infected heading north were easy to avoid when we were in the car. Outside, however, we ran into a few problem people that had us sprinting back for the relative safety of the four spinning wheels. To keep from drawing any attention, we agreed not to fire a gun unless we got cornered with no way out. Luckily, that didn’t happen, and two hours later, as the last inch of the sun dropped below the blue watery horizon to the west, our search was almost over. We’d seen no sign of Brian or his pal Theo. But there was still one final place to check before heading back to the house.
The Walmart.
This time we drove around to different points of the building, as close as the makeshift fence of cars would allow. We saw no sign of the rough looking guys Cathy had mentioned earlier, but the blond haired guard was still on patrol. Even upon closer inspection, I still couldn’t make a determination of gender. They walked slowly, staring at their feet half the time, swinging the rifle over their head like it was a baton. Must have been a long shift. They looked tired and bored.
It was around back, as we walked on foot a good distance from the car to keep a low profile, that Cathy made a surprising discovery. Surprising for her, at least.
“I think this is…” she began, inspecting a dark green car parked on the outer perimeter. “This is Theo’s car.”
“Are you sure?” Robinson asked.
“I’m almost positive. Even has the handicapped permit hanging from the mirror.” She went around to the back of the car, checked the back bumper. “And a POW sticker. It’s gotta be Theo’s car.”
“Theo was a prisoner of war?” I asked.
“I don’t know. Maybe. I know he was in Vietnam.”
“Hold on,” Ted said. “Who is this Theo guy?”
“Theo lives in my neighborhood,” Cathy replied. “He left with Brian this morning. Actually, he was the reason Brian went off in the first place. He came by our house, said he needed medication, and asked if Brian would go with him to the store. He had some kind of heart condition. He’s older. Sixties or seventies. I’m positive this is his car.”
Robinson sighed. “Then that means—”
“They did come here,” Cathy said. “And they might still be inside.”
“We don’t know that though,” Robinson said. “And if they are, why haven’t they come out?”
“I knew those guys I saw had something to do with it.”
“Like that one,” Bowser said, pointing to the blond haired guard rounding the back corner and starting our direction.
“Get down,” Robinson said. 
We all ducked behind the fence line of cars, sat our butts in dirt.
“What you worried about?” Bowser said. “He can’t see us. It’s too dark out now.”
He was right. Light was all but gone, and was especially absent around the back of the building.
Still, I smirked, and whispered, “That’s probably true for the three of you, but not for me and Cathy.”
“What do you mean?” Robinson asked.
“Look at us. Our skin isn’t exactly as dark as yours.”
Robinson smiled. “Pays to be black, I guess. But what about Ted?”
“Have you ever seen a white guy with a darker tan?”
“Hey now,” Ted whispered.
“I’m just saying.”
Without explanation, Bowser wandered off down the fence line, keeping his head ducked down below the cars.
“Where the fuck is he going?” Robinson asked.
“Was it something I said?”
Robinson started waddling after Bowser, but Bowser waved for him to stay back. “He’s up to something.”
“That can’t be good,” I said.
Bowser continued ten yards further down and then stopped behind a white utility van. I could barely see an outline of him in the dark. His black tank top helped further hide him.
Robinson peeked back over the car toward the store.
“Still there?” Ted asked.
He was referring to the lackadaisical night security guard.
“He just passed by.”
“Once he’s gone back around to the front, we should sneak up to the store,” Cathy said. “We need to get in there somehow. See if we can find Brian.”
“Hold on now,” Robinson said. “We can’t just rush in there. We don’t know how many armed guys they’ve got. Plus we don’t even know for sure if they’re even in there. I believe you when you say this is Theo’s car. They came here. I’ll accept that fact. But there are a lot of questions we still don’t have answers for.”
Little did we know, Bowser had a plan to get them answered. He banged his fist against the white van, just once.
“Shit … what is he doing?” Ted whispered.
Robinson peeked over the car again. “The guard stopped walking.”
Again, Bowser banged his fist on the door of the van, even louder this time. I moved behind Robinson so I could see what blond hair was up to now. He stood perfectly still, peering out at the line of cars surrounding the building. Finally, he stepped off the curb and slowly walked across the pavement toward the direction of the white van. He had the rifle up, ready.
“If Bowser’s plan was to get his attention,” Robinson said. “It worked.”
I looked forty yards down but Bowser was no longer behind the van. A split second later, I heard a scuffle, the sound of something—a body, presumably—slamming against a car hood. From our position, we could no longer see anything, so we all got up and ran toward the white van.
Bowser tossed the rifle over first, and then slid the guard over the hood of a small sedan parked in front of the white van, and then jumped back over to make sure the person didn’t escape.
The rest of us ran up, surrounded them. Robinson shined a flashlight down on them as they hit the ground. Bowser put his knee to the chest of the guard, hands against his scrawny shoulders, easily pinning him down.
Him.
With the help of the flashlight, I could tell it was a boy now. A young kid, short, skinny, with (I believe I’ve mentioned this) messy blond hair. Looked a lot like Ellen DeGeneres.
But could he dance like Ellen?
Bowser wanted to find out. “If you scream for help, I’m gonna smash you. We clear?”
The kid, scared beyond belief, nodded frantically.
“We should get him out of here anyway,” Robinson said. “We’re making too much noise.”
I kept peering back at the Walmart, expecting someone else to pop out and investigate.
Bowser grabbed the kid by the shirt and had him stand up. Then he led him, with us following behind, all the way back to the white SUV. And to think I thought the backseat was crowded before. Good thing Cathy’s house wasn’t far. It was a sausage fest back there, and I was squeezed in the middle rubbing shoulders with our new friend.
“What’s your name?” I asked.
“Kyle,” the kid said.
“Have you ever been gang raped before, Kyle?”
Kyle drew back in horror. “What? No…”
“Well then tonight’s your lucky night.”
His scream was so loud Robinson nearly drove us off the road.
And I couldn’t stop laughing.





 
Turns out, we weren’t going to Cathy’s house after all. Robinson didn’t even go in the right direction. He circled around to Commercial Way and then pulled the SUV back into the Winn-Dixie parking lot.
“I think we’re good on diapers,” I said.
Nobody responded. I sensed there was a tension in the air that no amount of jokes would clear.
Robinson looked determined.
Cathy looked worried.
Bowser looked intense.
Ted looked tan.
And Kyle … well, Kyle still looked like a young kid who’d gotten in way over his head. I knew the feeling. Oh yes I did. It wasn’t long ago that Moses had me shaking in my New Balance. I hoped he was having fun going west in his small cell back at the police station.
Robinson stopped the car by the front of the store and we all got out. “Ted, can you keep watch?” he said.
“I can try,” Ted replied. With the sun long gone, darkness fell upon everything. “Wish I had my night vision.”
“Should have taken your car, I guess,” Robinson said. “We’ll make this fast anyway.”
Ted grabbed Kyle’s rifle from the back, checked to make sure there was a round in the chamber. “Not a bad gun you got here, kid. You mind if I use it?”
“It’s my dad’s … or it was,” Kyle said. “And no, as long as you don’t shoot me with it.”
Ted shrugged. “Don’t give me a reason to.”
I tapped Robinson on the shoulder. “Why did we come back here? Why didn’t we just go to Cathy’s?” 
“We could have,” Robinson said. “But then this creep would know where she lives. And we don’t want that.”
“Hey, I heard that,” Kyle shouted out. “I’m not a creep.”
“Shut up,” Bowser barked. “You can talk when we say you can.”
“Keep it down,” Robinson said, shushing them both. “In fact, Bowser, why don’t you keep watch for infected with Ted.”
“Why?”
“You need to cool off. You’re a little hot right now.”
“Oh, fuck off with that.”
“See what I mean?” Robinson stared his old friend down. 
Bowser finally conceded, started to walk away. “Who made you the boss?”
“Gee, I don’t know. Maybe it’s because I’ve done stuff like this before,” Robinson fired back. “When we need to rob somebody, we’ll let you be in charge.”
“So we’re back to that again?”
“Did we ever leave?”
“We wouldn’t even have his punk ass if it weren’t for me. Remember that. And while you’re at it, remember that you’re not a cop anymore, no matter how long you wanna wear that stupid uniform.”
“Can you please argue later?” Cathy said. “We’re wasting time.”
Bowser turned his back to us and met up with Ted hanging out by the car.
Robinson shook his head. “Sorry about that,” he said to Cathy. Then he motioned for Kyle to go sit by the building. “Up against the wall.”
Kyle did as he was instructed. “Who are you guys? What are you gonna do with me?”
“We just want to ask you some questions. Okay?” 
Kyle nodded. “It’s just … I need to get back. They’re gonna know I’m gone.”
“Who?”
“Brett will definitely know. Maybe Charlie.”
“These are members of your crew?”
“Sort of the other way around,” Kyle replied. “I’m a member of their crew, and they don’t like me much already.”
“How long have you known them?”
“I just met them a day or so ago. You know, after everyone woke up and everything went to hell. I was out by myself, looking for help, and I got attacked. At the time, Charlie and Brett were working on moving all those cars around the building, and they ended up saving my life. I asked what they were doing, and they said they were gonna hold up inside the store. I volunteered to help, if they’d let me stay with them. It was only the two of them at the time.”
“How many are there now?”
“Two others joined yesterday,” Kyle replied. “So five, if you include me.”
“And you’re in charge of patrolling the parking lot?”
“Well, we take turns. Me and the other two. One is a woman. Her name is Brenda. She’s a lot older. Maybe fifties. The other guy is around forty or so, real quiet. His name is Mike.”
“So these other two, what do they do?”
“Charlie and Brett rarely ever come outside. They spend most of their time in the back hall drinking and shootin’ the shit. I don’t really like them. They treat me like a slave, but I had nowhere else to go. Brett picks on me a lot. Always trying to scare me, sayin’ he’s gonna hurt me if I step out of line. That’s why I said he’ll be the first to notice that I’m gone.”
“I understand,” Robinson said. “And we don’t mean to keep you. We’re just looking for somebody, two people actually, and we thought maybe you’d seen them. They went missing this morning.”
“It’s my husband, Brian, and our neighbor, Theo,” Cathy added. “They left to go to your Walmart and never returned.”
“Were you out patrolling this morning?” Robinson asked.
Kyle brought his knees up to his chest and looked away for a second. “No.”
Robinson stepped forward. “Why are you lying?”
“I’m not.”
“Yes, you are,” Robinson said. “It’s obvious. Should I call my big friend back over here to rough you up some more?”
“Please just tell me the truth,” Cathy said. “I need to know what happened. I know they made it there. We found Theo’s car parked along the back.”
“Look, how do I even know it’s them … who you’re talking about?”
“So some people did come by,” Robinson said.
Kyle bowed his head, nodded. “But I wasn’t the one who let them in. Mike was outside at the time.”
“What did they look like?”
Kyle described them, causing Cathy to suddenly break down into tears. I couldn’t tell if they were tears of joy or of sorrow, but I imagined we’d all find out soon enough.
“Are they still inside?” Robinson asked. 
“Yeah, but…”
“But what?”
“One of them is dead.”
Cathy erupted into even more tears, flooding out. I was pretty sure now these tears weren’t of the happy variety. She knelt down and started shaking. I knelt down beside her but wasn’t sure what to say or do.
“I’m sorry,” Kyle said. “It wasn’t my fault. I promise I had nothing to do with it.”
Finally, Cathy looked up. “Is it Brian?” she asked. “Is he … dead?”
“I don’t know their names, but I’m guessing Brian is the white guy?” Cathy nodded. “Then no, it’s not him.”
Oh, thank God. It’s Theo. That was a close one.
Ray of hope, meet Cathy.
Cathy, meet ray of hope.
She slowly stood up. “Then he’s still in there?”
“Yeah, they have him locked up in the back.”
“Oh, my God,” Cathy sobbed. “W-why?”
“I don’t know. I’m the low man on the totem pole. They don’t tell me everything.”
“But you have to know what happened,” Robinson said. “You said this Mike guy let them in. Then what?”
“The rule is, nobody gets inside unless Charlie says so.”
“Charlie’s the one in charge?”
Kyle nodded and I smiled. Charles in charge. It had a nice ring to it.
 “Mike didn’t listen,” Kyle went on. “He brought them in. I caught him doing it up front, and I told him it was a bad idea, but he did it anyway. He said they only wanted some medicine from the pharmacy, and they’d be in an out in no time. Well, it almost worked. But Brett showed up right as they were about to leave, and Mike turned on them. He said they’d got the beat on him and forced their way inside.”
“Why would he say that?” I asked.
“I don’t know. I guess he was just scared. We both were. Brett kept his gun on your friends and called for Charlie to come up front. Once Charlie got up there, things spiraled out of control real fast.” Kyle paused for a moment, and then continued. “Your husband remained pretty calm through it all, at least he looked that way. He kept saying it was all just a misunderstanding, that they weren’t a threat. Charlie didn’t really care what they had to say, and I don’t think he believed Mike either. He was pissed at all of us, except Brett. He told your friends if they wanted to leave, they had to put back what they had taken. The medicine. Well, the other guy, the ugh … the dead guy, he got real angry. I guess the medicine was for him. He refused to put it back. Next thing I know guns are up and they start firing. I don’t know who fired the first shot. I got the hell out of the way. So did Mike. We hid behind some cashier lanes.”
Robinson sighed. “So they shot Theo right then?”
“No,” Kyle replied. “Your friends took cover in the pharmacy. The gunfire stopped. As far as I could tell, nobody was hit. And I think Charlie and Brett seemed content to just wait them out. Finally, after maybe ten minutes, your husband tried to negotiate with them. He said nobody needed to get hurt, that they’d agreed to leave behind their guns and the medicine. If they could leave in peace. Charlie accepted the offer, promised not to hurt them. He had them slowly come up and put their guns on the pharmacy counter. Then they came out of the pharmacy. They had their hands up. And Charlie…”
We all took a deep breath.
It was coming.
We could feel it. 
“Charlie walked over to them, called the black guy a dumb … you know … and shot him in the head.”
“Christ,” Robinson said.
Cathy buried her face in her hands. I gathered enough courage to place one of my hands on her back and move it slightly, trying to comfort her. I wasn’t the best at consoling people yet, but I’d get better in time.
“Did they shoot…?” Robinson mumbled, clearly not wanting to say Cathy’s husband’s name.
“No, he tried to escape, but they tackled him and beat on him pretty bad. So bad he stopped moving. I thought they’d killed him. After that, they put him on one of those big mobile carts that the stock people use, and then wheeled him into the back hall. That was the last time I saw him.”
Cathy raised her head. “So then he could be dead?”
“I don’t know for sure,” Kyle said. “Last I heard he was alive, according to Mike. He said Charlie and Brett had him locked up back there near the big receiving doors … against one of the tall metal racks.”
“Fuck,” Robinson whispered under his breath.
“Again … I’m sorry. Maybe I should have done something. But I didn’t know your friends … your husband … and I was too afraid to stand up to Charlie. He probably would have killed me too. So I stayed out of it. I was glad when they put me outside this afternoon, just so I could get out of there. They still hadn’t cleaned up the dead body.”
Cathy sounded like she was starting to hyperventilate. I upped the back rubbing.
“We have to go in there,” Robinson said. “Try to get Brian out. And you gotta help us. You need to sneak us in.”
“No, no, don’t make me do that.”
“You have to. You know the layout of the store. You know where they got him locked up.”
“I don’t know exactly.”
“You know enough. More than we do.”
“So I don’t have a choice? If I say no, what then, you kill me and throw my body into the Gulf?”
Robinson shook his head. “If you say no then you’re free to go. Go back to them. Go wherever you want. But you won’t last long, not if this Charlie guy is as crazy as he sounds. And not long out on the road by yourself. If you help us, then you’ll have shown you’re worth a damn. That you won’t just be dead weight. And I’ll be the first to say you can stay with us.”
Cathy finally stood up. “Please help us. My husband is a good man. He’s a … a great man. Please.”
“How old are you?” Robinson asked.
“Sixteen,” Kyle answered.
“You’re almost a man, Kyle. Time to stand up to the bullies.”  
“Ya know, Charlie … he’s like you,” Kyle said, nodding at Robinson.
Robinson looked instantly offended. “What do you mean he’s like me?”
“He means he’s black,” I said.
“No, not that,” Kyle corrected. “I mean he’s a cop.”
Shocking revelation, meet Robinson.
Robinson, meet shocking revelation.
Good cop vs bad cop.
Let the battle begin.





 
I rode side seat to Robinson as he drove back to Cathy’s house.
“Ya know, you could have stayed back with the others, Jimmy,” Robinson said. “I’m just gonna pick up Aamod. Then we’re going right back to pick them up. Shouldn’t take more than a minute.”
I had my doubts about that. Dealing with Aamod always took more than a minute. And to be blunt, I was counting on it, as it would give me time to say goodbye to the three girls—and the love dog—in case I walked into the Walmart and never walked out. Of course, I didn’t speak a word about my fears to Robinson. I didn’t want him thinking his deputy was a coward. He had a hard enough time already keeping other members of the group in line. He had faith in me, even though I hardly had faith in myself. The last thing I wanted was to disappoint him.
“I know,” I replied, and left it at that. 
The truth was my mind and my heart weren’t getting along well. They needed counseling.
My heart wanted to help Cathy. She was such a wonderful person, with an unbreakable spirit. When we had all assumed Brian was dead, and did practically everything we could to get her to give up hope, she held strong. She believed. And it was clear she’d risk dying if it meant there was a chance she could see him again. This was most evident by the fact that she’d absolutely refused to come with us back to her house, despite Robinson’s best attempts at begging and pleading. Passion like that was inspiring, and it made you want to get involved and help out. Her husband was being held hostage by a bunch of lunatics, and she wouldn’t sit at home and pray that we saved him. No, she had to be involved, no matter the cost.
And to that, my mind was saying great, good, fantastic. If she’s willing to pay the cost, let her pay the cost. I didn’t know Brian. He wasn’t my husband. Far as I knew, he could be a giant douche. He could be like the guys that picked on me all through school, called me names like needle dick and cock gobbler, when only the former is true. I knew Brian only through the photos I saw at Cathy’s house. In photographs, he looked normal. But how much can you really tell about a person from a photo? It’s not like he had a swastika tattooed on his forehead, or was wearing a turtleneck sweater. He looked like a decent person in his photographs, but so does Chris Brown. Point was, I didn’t know Brian from Steve. Or Terry. Or Doug. Or any other male names of people I’d never met. Why should I risk my life for somebody I didn’t know?
Because you feel bad for Cathy, that’s why.
Shut up, you stupid heart.
Robinson pulled into Cathy’s driveway and we got out. Peaches must have heard us pull up. She met us at the front door.
“What happened?” she asked, holding the door open for us. She looked concerned after nobody else followed us in. “Where is everyone?”
Much like the world outside, the inside of Cathy’s house had lost its glow. The atmosphere was dark and brooding, quite the contrast to the way I had felt when I was there earlier. They had lit some candles while we were gone, placed most of them in the living room and kitchen. The flickering flames created some interesting, if not a bit eerie, shadows on the white walls.
“They’re okay,” Robinson said. “They’re waiting for us. Where’s Aamod?”
“He’s out on the back porch with Naima.” 
Robinson walked away, left Peaches and I alone in the kitchen. 
“What’s going on?” Peaches asked, the look of concern still weighing heavy on her face. 
“We found Brian.”
“Really? Is he dead?”
I shook my head. “Doesn’t look like it.”
“What does that mean?”
I told her a condensed version of the story Kyle had told us, and then I told her what we were planning to do about it. The rescue mission Robinson was organizing.
When I was finished, Peaches said, “I want to help.”
“What?”
“You heard me. If the rest of you are going then I’m going to.”
“Ugh...”
“Sounds like y’all are gonna need every person you can get, and I’m tired of sitting out. I want to help Cathy.” 
“I want to help Cathy too, but—”
“But what? I’m not useful enough because I don’t have a penis? I seem to remember me throwing the bottles a lot farther than you.”
“I never said you weren’t useful. Look, honestly, I’m not even sure I want to go. It’s gonna be real dangerous. We’re not just dealing with crazy people. We’re dealing with crazy people with guns. What if something happens to you?”
“What if something happens to you?”
“Trust me, I’m very worried about that.” She looked away. “What? What’s wrong?”
“Nothing.”
“Seriously, what’s wrong?”
“You don’t understand.” She looked back up at me. “What if something happens to you? What am I supposed to do then? I don’t want you to leave me here so I can worry about you, wonder if I’ll ever see you again. Don’t put me on the shelf. I don’t need you to protect me.” She pulled me in with her eyes. They glistened in the candlelight. “If you’re in trouble, I want to be in trouble too. Okay?”
“If you go, who’s gonna take care of the baby?”
“Naima can stay with her. Olivia’s in one of the bedrooms sleeping right now anyway.”
“And if none of us make it back?”
“What good do you think I’ll be to her if the rest of you are dead? How long do you think her and I will last? If I go, you’ll have a better chance of getting out of there alive. And that’s all that matters right now.”
I nodded. “Well, if—”
My train of thought was suddenly derailed by the sound of yelling in the living room. Peaches and I ran out of the kitchen to see what was going on.
“You know what, I don’t care anymore,” Robinson said. Aamod and Naima followed him in from the back porch. “You’re never gonna change.”
“Into what?” Aamod yelled back. “Into a fool?”
Robinson barely glanced up as he charged by Peaches and I, heading for the front door. “Let’s go Jimmy.”
“I’m going too,” Peaches said.
Robinson stopped, turned around. “What?”
Same thing I had said when she told me she wanted to go, only my tone hadn’t been ripping with anger.
“I’m going too,” Peaches said again.
“Why?” Robinson asked.
“Because I’m a part of this group, and I want to help out.”
I waited for Robinson to do what I was unable to accomplish. Talk her out of it. Or just straight up tell her thanks but no thanks.
Instead, he said, “Okay, you can come,” and then continued his mad dash out the front door.
I glanced back at Aamod and Naima. “Naima, can you watch Olivia while we’re gone?”
She didn’t respond. She looked at her father for answers. But Aamod was ignoring all of us. He had his eyes locked on the open front door. A moment later, he blazed through it, and the arguing began anew out in the front lawn. I stood between Peaches and Naima, watching from the doorway.
“What do you want me to do?” Aamod asked.
“I want you to do what Peaches just did,” Robinson replied. “Step up and offer something to this group. Otherwise, you can get out. We don’t need you.”
“I have to protect my daughter. I can’t do that dead.”
“Oh get off it already. You don’t have to overprotect her. She’s an eighteen-year-old girl, I don’t think she wants her father up her butt all the time.”
“She’s not your daughter. I bet you’d feel differently if your son was here.”
“I’m warning you, don’t bring my son into this.”
“Your son is the reason why we’re all here right now. Why wouldn’t I bring him into this?”
“My son has nothing to do with this,” Robinson said. “This has to do with you and your bullshit—”
“What are you talking about?” Aamod interrupted. “Aren’t we heading to New Orleans to look for your son? Isn’t that what we’re doing? I didn’t have to come along you know.”
“I didn’t ask you to,” Robinson replied. “I was perfectly happy going by myself. You chose to come along, and you made that choice because you thought you’d have a better chance at staying alive if you stayed with us. So far, that bet has paid off. Unfortunately, your time may be running out. And as far as this group is concerned, it’s expired.”
“What does that mean?”
“You’re so smart. Figure it out.”
Aamod shook his head. “Do you think kicking me out will help you find your son? Or do you even care anymore?”
Robinson made a strong move closer to Aamod. I was glad Aamod didn’t have his shotgun on him, in case things continued to escalate. I also felt bad for the others waiting for us to come back and pick them up.
“I told you to shut up about my son.”
“Listen to me then. If you care about your son, why aren’t we on the road? Why are we here at some woman’s house, wasting time?”
“Because I’m not a selfish asshole like you.”
“Look around. Are you going to try and save everybody? Is that your plan? Are we going to stop at every town and help everyone we meet?”
“I let you join the group. I helped you out when you needed it. Why shouldn’t I help her?” When Aamod didn’t respond, Robinson turned and went for the car. “Jimmy, Peaches, if you’re coming then come on.”
“You’re afraid,” Aamod said. “That’s it. That’s what it is.”
Robinson opened the car door, and then slowly glanced back at Aamod standing in the middle of the yard. “If I’m so afraid, why would I be trying to help people, knowingly putting myself in danger?”
I think I knew where Aamod was going with this, even if Robinson didn’t yet.
“You’re not afraid of death,” Aamod replied. “Maybe you even welcome it. You’re afraid of the truth.”
“What … truth?”
“The truth you may find waiting for you in New Orleans. You’re afraid to find out the answer to the question of whether your son is alive. Or dead. Or infected. That’s it. That’s why you keep delaying us. You say you want to help this woman, but that’s all just a distraction, isn’t it? To keep your mind off your son. To keep your mind off the fact that you believe him to be most likely dead. Or simply gone. And that you’ll never find him. You’ll never see him again. You’re afraid of the truth.”
Aamod may have not had his shotgun on him, but he blasted Robinson with a direct hit nonetheless. And it left Robinson speechless. He bowed his head, took a deep breath. Finally, after what seemed like forever, he lifted his head back up and stared at Aamod.
“I’m sorry,” Aamod said.
I won’t lie, those words sounded strange coming out of Aamod’s mouth. However, I don’t think he was sorry for saying what he said; only that he had to be the one to say it. And the way Robinson had reacted, or not reacted, maybe Aamod had hit the nail on the head. Maybe Robinson was afraid to find out the truth. If so, he wouldn’t admit it. Certainly not now, as angry as he was.
“I don’t have to explain myself to you,” Robinson said softly. “Not anymore. You threatened the lives of people in this group. You try to intimidate everyone. You only care about helping yourself, never about what the group wants. Tonight was the last straw. In the morning we’re leaving, and you’re not coming with us.”
Aamod shrugged. “If that’s your decision. Fine. I have to do what’s right for my daughter.”
“You’re a selfish little man, but I hope to God you find some way to survive out there. For her sake,” Robinson said, pointing at Naima. 
Naima didn’t look pleased by this new arrangement, but before she could object, Aamod swept her back into the house.
“We really need to get a move on,” Robinson said. “So if you guys want to say goodbye or anything, make it fast. I’ll be waiting in the car.”
Peaches and I headed back into the house. We stopped in the foyer, so as to not walk in on Aamod talking with Naima in the living room. It was too dark to tell if she was crying, but she was clearly upset. Aamod did his best to calm her down. Before I knew it, I had to do the same thing. Only with Peaches.
In a flash, she had turned on the waterworks. 
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
“I’m not gonna go anymore,” she said, a couple of tears running down her cheeks.
“Why not?”
“I can’t leave Olivia here now.” 
“Naima can watch her until we return.”
“I can’t ask that. Not after what just happened. And you know how Aamod is, he might just up and decide to leave immediately. I don’t want to take that chance. It’s okay. I’ll stay here with Olivia.”
I nodded. “That’s probably best.”
“But you should at least say goodbye to her.”
“I don’t want to wake her.”
“Oh, come on.”
Peaches grabbed a candle from the kitchen counter and led me to the guest bedroom. Olivia lay on the guest bed sleeping. Her protector, Jax, slept beside her.
“I hope Cathy doesn’t mind him being up there,” Peaches said. “I tried to get him off, but he wouldn’t budge.”
“I think she’s got more important things on her mind right now.” I stepped closer to the bed, looked down at the baby. “Sleep well, Olivia,” I whispered. “Hopefully I’ll be back before you wake up.” Then I leaned over and patted Jax on the head. “And you … keep up the good work.” I glanced back at Peaches standing behind me. Even in the low light, I could see her eyes were still a wet mess. I put an arm around her. “Are you sure you’ll be okay?”
She nodded. “But you better come back, you hear me?” She put both her arms around me and squeezed tight. “Don’t you leave us.”
“I’ll hide behind Bowser.”
She forced a smile. “You do whatever you have to do.”
“I will.”
Then she leaned up and kissed me goodbye. Her soldier boy. It was a long kiss, full of love and the taste of her tears. I relished every last second of it.
And then I left to go to war.





 
We took Ted’s SUV back to the Winn-Dixie to pick up the others. Ted’s SUV, of course, contained most of the weapons, and if what Kyle had said was true, we were going to need all the firepower available to us. Robinson left the keys to the other SUV (the one I’d originally lifted from the toll plaza) with Peaches, in case something happened while we were gone and she needed to leave. He had only one stipulation. DO NOT, under any circumstances, give the keys to Aamod. Peaches had agreed. If Aamod wanted to leave now, rather than wait until morning, he could find his own damn car. It’s not like there weren’t plenty around to choose from.
Back at the Winn-Dixie, as I expected, the others were concerned something had happened to us. Robinson briefly—and I mean literally in a few short sentences—explained what had happened with Aamod, and that he and his daughter would no longer be coming with us. If anyone cared, no one spoke up. Everyone was on edge, ready to get moving. Cathy especially. And so we packed into the SUV and rode in silence back to the Walmart.
Robinson parked the car around back in the same spot as before, and then we all got out, careful not to slam the doors. If we were going to have any chance at successfully completing the mission casualty free, it was imperative that Charlie and the gang didn’t know we were coming. We needed the element of surprise. Or, as Bowser so eloquently put it, “Be on their punk asses before they know what hit ‘em.”
Ted lifted the back gate. “Okay, who wants what?”
“We need a plan first,” Robinson whispered. 
Ted shrugged. “Okay. Let’s plan.”
“Follow me.”
Robinson led us back along the exterior of the fence of cars, and stopped behind the white van Bowser had used for cover earlier. He gestured for Kyle to come up next to him at the front of the line. “Do you know where that door leads?”
Kyle glanced around the front of the van. “Somewhere in the back hall.”
“Obviously. Is it near where they have Brian?”
“I don’t know. Like I said, I’m not exactly sure where they have him. I haven’t been back there all day. That’s Charlie and Brett’s territory.”
“But you said they had him near the receiving doors, correct?”
“That’s what Mike said.”
“Then he’s gotta be around that area.” Robinson pointed at the three large truck bays, their heavy chain operated doors shut tight. “There’s no way we’re getting any of those open from the outside, even if they’re unlocked. But that one,” he said, pointing back at the regular sized door just to the left of the three truck bays. “That one … maybe.”
“I could check to see if there’s a roadside kit of some kind in the back of the SUV,” Ted said. “Might be a crowbar, if we’re lucky. Could try prying the door open. Course I’m assuming it’s locked.”
“No, it definitely is,” Kyle replied. “In fact, all the doors are locked, and at all times. One of Charlie’s rules. And he constantly has Brett check them to make sure they stay that way.”
“Hmm. I think trying to break in might make too much noise anyway,” Robinson replied. “If Brian is somewhere nearby on the other side, chances are this Charlie guy won’t be too far.”
“Most likely,” Kyle agreed.
“Okay, so if the doors have to remain locked at all times, then you must have a key to one of them, right? Otherwise, how do you get back inside?” Robinson asked.
“No key. When my shift is done, I go to the front entrance. The non-grocery entrance. There is a side door. My relief, Mike or Brenda, is supposed to meet me there. Then they’ll unlock the door and let me in, and we trade places.”
“And then once they’re out on patrol, you lock the door behind them?” Kyle nodded. “When does your shift end?”
“9:30.”
Robinson looked back at me. “What time is it, Jimmy?”
I couldn’t see my watch in the dark. Kyle fortunately had it covered. 
“9:22,” he said.
Robinson sighed. “That only gives us eight minutes. Let’s get back to the car.”
After shutting off the interior lights, we huddled around the SUV’s open back gate, the surrounding darkness our best friend.
“So…” I whispered. “What now?”
Everyone looked at Robinson. Looked for guidance. Robinson just stared at the building off in the distance.
Cathy sat on the back bumper, looking down, fidgeting with her hands. “We need to hurry.”
“We also have to be careful,” Ted said. “Gotta be smart.”
Robinson turned around. “Okay, gather around, I think I have a plan. Though I’m not sure how great it is.”
“We don’t have time for great anyway,” Bowser said. “Spit it out.”
Robinson spat out his ten-step plan.
As follows.
 
STEP 1: Kyle would meet up with Brenda at 9:30 at the side door and talk her into helping us. Kyle believed Brenda was just as sick of Charlie and Brett’s ways as he was, and if told the plan, would gladly help however she could.
 
STEP 2: Now inside, Kyle and Brenda (making sure to keep a look out for Brett) would go to the car center and unlock the doors, where the rest of us (minus Ted) would be waiting to go inside.
 
STEP 3: Ted would make his way to the front parking lot, find a safe spot behind a car a hundred or so yards out, and then wait for his cue via radio.
 
STEP 4: Leaving us to hide out in the tire and lube express, Brenda and Kyle would run frantically into the back hall and tell Charlie and Brett that someone in the parking lot took a shot at them as they were changing shifts.
 
STEP 5: Charlie and Brett and maybe even Mike would then follow Kyle out of the back hall and up to the front of the store to investigate. 
 
STEP 6: Brenda would meet back up with us at the car center.
 
STEP 7: Once Charlie and Brett were in sight, Ted would begin firing a small number of rounds into the glass doors at the front of the building. Not with the purpose of hitting them. Just to get their attention. So they wouldn’t have any reason to begin questioning Kyle and Brenda’s story.
 
STEP 8: With the diversion in place, Robinson, Bowser, Cathy, and myself, would follow Brenda into the back hall, find Brian (still alive and ticking), cut him loose, and then sneak him out the back door.
 
STEP 9: Back at the SUV, with Brian safely in our care, Robinson would get on the radio and let Ted know the good news. Ted would then head toward the main road, Commercial Way, where we would swing around in the car and pick him up.
 
STEP 10: Robinson would drive us back to Cathy’s house, while Bowser, Ted, and myself would all exchange congratulatory high-fives. Cathy and Brian would hug, kiss, cry, and say over and over how much they missed one another. And then bright and early in the morning we’d come back to pick up Kyle and Brenda at the start of their first patrol, with Charlie being none the wiser.
 
Just. Like. That.
Ten steps.
It was almost too easy. And it would work perfectly until around step 7 or 8.
Then it all fell horribly apart.





 
“Ted, come in,” Robinson said over the walkie.
No answer.
We were in the car center, hiding behind the service desk. The lights were on, thanks to the store generator that Charlie and the gang were likely keeping up and running, but only the bare minimum. At least half of the light fixtures had no power going to them, or they had been manually shut off.
Again, Robinson held down the little button on the walkie and reached out to Ted. But Ted didn’t reach back out to us.
I had déjà vu, thinking of yesterday when Robinson and I had hid in the back of the military supply truck, sweating our balls off, waiting for Ted to respond, and wondering if something had happened to him.
“Should we just go look for Brian?” I asked. “We can’t wait here forever.”
“Please. Let’s get moving,” Cathy pleaded.
Robinson tried one final time to get Ted on the radio, and then clipped the radio back on to his belt and led the way out of the car center.
We stuck to the outer aisles of the store, guns in hand, snaking through the hardware and sporting goods sections. We walked quickly but with soft steps. As we navigated past the toy section and into the electronics, Ted finally chirped in. 
“Robinson. Robinson. Are you there?”
Robinson didn’t stop, so neither did the rest of us. He grabbed the radio off his belt. “Yeah, I’m here. I tried to get you earlier. What’s going on out there? Do you see them?”
“I was spotted.”
“They spotted you?”
“Not the guys in the store. A group of infected.”
Now Robinson stopped, a grim look settling on his face. “Do you need our help? Should we come back for you?”
“I locked myself in a car. But they have it surrounded,” Ted said.
“Are the keys in the car?”
“I wish. I was lucky enough to find one that wasn’t locked.”
“I could go out and help,” Bowser said.
“Should we send somebody out to help you?” Robinson asked into the radio.
“I think I’ll be okay for now. They can’t get me in here. But when you’re done in there, you might have to come out and help lure them away. Unless I can figure something out in the meantime. I’m in a small car near the front entrance. Maybe three or four spaces out. You can’t miss me. There’s about seven people outside the car banging on the windows.”
“Wait … why are you so close to the building?”
“I had a position at the back of the lot, but then they spotted me and I had to run. Figured it was smarter to run toward the building.”
“I don’t know about that. Do you see anybody at the entrance? Do you see Kyle?”
“No, I can’t see anything. The view is blocked by a truck. They weren’t up there before. Not when I was running for my life.”
“So you never took a shot then?”
“No, never had a chance. And like I said, I never saw anyone to shoot at anyway. But they could be there now for all I know. If so, there’s no way they don’t see all these guys surrounding me, which could present a problem.”
“Let me go out there,” Bowser said. “I’ll be okay.”
Robinson considered it for a moment, and then nodded to Bowser. Bowser took off in the direction we had come, toward the car center. He didn’t even try to be quiet, bursting into a full gallop.
“Bowser’s coming out to help you,” Robinson said to Ted. “Stay where you are.”
“Very funny.”
“Stay in touch.”
“I will.”
Just as we came upon an entrance to the back hall, Brenda emerged through the doors, scaring the shit out of us. She seemed just as surprised, if not more, to see us standing on the other side. 
Brenda was mid-fifties, big boned, with a worn look to her, like she’d visited one too many truck stops in her life. She had bottle-colored brown wiry hair with gray roots. She wore a big husky shirt to cover her big husky frame. Blue jeans. Steel-toed boots. I swear if she had pulled down her pants right then and said, “Check out my penis,” I wouldn’t have been the least bit surprised. She had manly facial features, big nose, strong chin, wide jaw, all of which gravity had not been kind to. Her skin sagged more than Bowser’s shorts.
“Shit, there ya are,” she said in her beefcake voice. “I was gonna go look for you.”
“Where are the others?” Robinson whispered.
“Still up front. Come on, I’ll show you where they got Brian.”
“Is Kyle up there with them too?”
“Of course,” she said, waving us in. “Come on.”
She was eager to have us follow her.
Too eager.
Yet, we followed her anyway, without a second thought. 
The back hall had fewer functioning lights than the main store, and smelled of dust and cardboard. We passed row after row of various merchandise, around a bend and into the receiving area, where we came to a sudden halt. A dark haired man was handcuffed to a large metal rack. Both hands. His arms spread wide, giving him little room to squirm. His face was badly beaten, purple and red. His clothing stained with blood. 
Cathy’s husband. 
“Brian!” she yelled out, but didn’t make a move toward him.
Brian sluggishly raised his head, looked over in our direction. He was alive, just as we had hoped to find him, but barely aware. In his state, I wondered if he even recognized his wife.
What we hadn’t expected to find was the three men standing in front of him, guns pointed in our direction.
Charlie, Brett, and Mike.
“That’s far enough,” one of the men said. He was shirtless and skinny, though not as bad as me. He had some muscle definition at least. He had a baseball cap on his head, and was chewing something. Tobacco, maybe. “Good work, Brenda.”
“No problem,” Brenda said, sauntering away from us, proud of herself.
“You bitch,” Robinson said.
I think the correct term for Brenda was butch, not bitch. But who’s keeping score?
Brenda the butch bitch turned around and smiled. “You got that right.”
“Keep your thoughts to yourself nigger,” the man standing in the middle said. It was striking how easily he could fire out the N word without the slightest hesitation, like he’d said it a thousand times in the past. He had a wife beater on, and was much taller than the other two. Older. Around Robinson’s age. With a dark mustache and an angry fire in his eyes. “Put those guns down now. Less you wanna die.”
Robinson and I slowly placed our pistols on the ground. Cathy wasn’t armed, so she just stayed huddled behind us, crying. The shirtless man approached us carefully and then swept the guns off the floor. 
“Welcome to our home,” the man in the middle said. “Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Charlie. The man holding your guns now is Brett. That’s Mike.” He pointed to Mr. Quiet on his right. “And of course you already know Brenda. I’d ask for your names but I don’t really care.”
“What did you do with Kyle?” I asked.
Charlie smirked. “Turn around.”
I cautiously turned to look behind me, praying Charlie wouldn’t take the opportunity to shoot me in the back. Though I might have preferred that to being shot in the face, as he had purportedly done to Theo.
“Hi, there,” Kyle said, rifle up and pointing at us. 
“Why did you do this?”
Kyle shrugged. “You didn’t give me much of a choice. You were gonna come in here regardless if I helped you or not. This way I could try and control the outcome.”
“And a fine job you did,” Brett yelled.
“So … that’s it,” I said. “It was all a lie? You said he treats you like crap. Was that a lie too?”
“No, that’s true. He does pick on me. But what am I gonna do about it? He’s my older brother.”
Oh, for fuck’s sake. If I still had Sally on me, I think I might have shot myself right then for being so easily fooled. And by a sixteen-year-old kid who looked like Ellen DeGeneres, of all people. But all I could do was shake my head and wait for what was coming to us.
Death.





 
“Have you ever been gang raped before?” Kyle asked, securing my hands to a metal rack with plastic zip ties. 
They put me between Cathy and Brian, with Robinson on the front end. Quiet Mike stood guard, gun up, finger on the trigger, watching our every move—making sure we didn’t try anything. Brenda paced around further out, keeping an eye on both entrances to the receiving area.
I almost slipped up and told Kyle I was a virgin, and then realized that definitely wouldn’t make the situation any better. For all I knew, he was asking a serious question, not just returning the scare I’d given him earlier. And I was about as fresh a fish as they were likely to find in these end times.
“Actually, I have,” I replied. “It’s a long story.”
He looked at me questioningly, unsure of whether or not I was being serious. 
Success!
Then he went to help Charlie finish securing Robinson.
“Nice uniform,” Charlie said to Robinson. “I had one a lot like it.”
“I heard,” Robinson scoffed.
“Oh yeah, what else did Kyle tell you about me?”
“Enough.”
Charlie leaned in close to Robinson’s face. “Did he tell you what happened to the last guy like you that thought he could fuck with me? I shot him in the face.”
“You’re sick.”
Charlie coughed in Robinson’s face. Then he grinned wildly. “Hope you don’t catch it.”
Shirtless Brett, now revealed as Kyle’s older brother, held up Robinson’s walkie-talkie. “Boss … what do you make of this?”
Charlie took the walkie, examined it.
“The guy out front has the other half,” Kyle said.
“And he’s the last one?”
“No, there’s one more. Another black guy, with a big beard. I don’t know where he is. He should have been with them.”
Charlie walked back over to Robinson. “Where’s your black buddy, huh?”
“Don’t know.”
Charlie drew back and launched his fist into Robinson’s stomach—as hard a punch I’d seen outside of a boxing match. The thump sound made me wince. Robinson instantly crumpled forward as much as the zip ties would allow him.
Charlie gave Robinson a moment to recover, and then said, “Let’s try this again. Where’s your buddy?”
“Stop it,” Cathy cried out. “Why are you doing this?”
“Because I can, that’s why. See … watch closely this time.” Again Charlie slammed his fist into Robinson’s stomach, even harder than before. Robinson grunted, his head bobbing forward, spit dripping out of his mouth. “What are you gonna do about it, huh?” He began slapping Robinson on the side of his head. “What do you got for me?”
“Let them go,” Robinson said, breathing heavily. “You can torture me all you want. Just let them go.”
Charlie started laughing. He looked back at his associates, who joined him in joyously mocking Robinson’s suggestion. “You think this is a negotiation? Man, you’re dumber than you look.”
On my left, Cathy continued to sob uncontrollably, while her husband to my right looked on in a daze, his eyes barely open, swollen black and blue. His nose had a trail of dried blood running out of it. His clothes were sliced clean open in numerous places, as if he’d been in a knife fight. He hung from the rack by his hands, his legs wobbly beneath him. He had lost a lot of blood. He couldn’t take much more punishment. He was near death, and perhaps death would be best. I didn’t think I could last as long as he had—a whole day as someone’s punching bag—a channel to release all the hateful energy in their heart.
“One more time,” Charlie said. “You tell me where your buddy ran off to … or I swear to God you’re gonna be sorry. This is your last chance.”
Robinson looked up, met eyes with Charlie. “I’m not scared of you.”
Charlie held Robinson’s stare. Neither man wanted to back down. “Fine. If you’re not going to talk. Maybe your friends here will.”
“Don’t touch them,” Robinson said.
“Try and stop me.”
Charlie began walking toward Cathy.
“Stop,” Robinson pleaded. “Come back. I’ll tell you. I swear.”
Charlie stopped, turned to acknowledge Robinson. “I knew I could get it out of you somehow.”
“Just don’t hurt them.”
“Then start talking.”
“First you promise not to hurt them.”
Charlie smirked. “Scout’s honor.”
Robinson had to know by now that Charlie’s word was about as good as the Westboro Baptist Church. But if nothing else, the more he kept Charlie talking, the more time it would give Bowser and Ted to find us. If the infected in the parking lot hadn’t already squashed our last hope.
“Well…” Charlie said.
Before Robinson could say another word, Ted’s voice came in over the walkie.
“Robinson, you there?”
Charlie stared down at the radio in his hand, looking unsure of how to proceed—if he should answer or not.
After a moment, Ted tried again. “Hello? Robinson? Jimmy? Anybody there? We’re okay. Bowser got the infected away from the car long enough for me to escape. Then we killed them.” I noticed Charlie’s eyes widen as Ted said killed them. He was listening intently. We all were. “We’re back at the SUV now. We expected you guys to be here by now. Where are you? Can you hear me? Come in.”
“Here’s what’s gonna happen now,” Charlie began. “I’m gonna hold up the walkie and you’re gonna tell him that you left.”
“Left how? He’s waiting at our car.”
“I don’t fucking care!” Charlie shouted. “You took another car! You tell him you left! Got it?”
“He won’t believe it.”
“Then you’ll have to make him believe it … or I’m gonna have to get real nasty. You haven’t seen half of what I’m capable of. Don’t make me show you.”
“Robinson, you there?” Ted asked again. He waited for an answer, and then said, “We’re coming inside to look for you.”
“Okay, you ready?” Charlie asked. “Just as I said.” He held the walkie up to Robinson’s face, pushed the talk button.
“Ted, I’m here. Don’t go into the store.” He paused, no doubt making Charlie’s nerves rattle a little. Robinson still seemed short of breath, and as best as he tried, he couldn’t hide the desperation in his voice. “We’re on our way back to Cathy’s.”
“I don’t understand,” Ted replied. “Why would you leave without saying anything?”
“I don’t know. I’m sorry.”
“It just doesn’t make any sense. You’re just gonna run off without making sure me and Bowser were okay. That’s not like you.”
“I know,” Robinson replied. “I figured you guys could handle it.”
“Are you okay? You don’t sound like yourself.”
Charlie let go of the talk button. “Don’t fail me now. I’m warning you.”
“Even if they leave, it won’t take them long to realize I was lying. They’ll figure it out. Then they’ll come back.”
“Robinson? You still there?” Ted asked. “What’s going on man? Just tell me.”
Charlie bowed his head for a second, sighed loudly. The anger was gradually rising up in him with each passing second. He struggled to contain it. “You need to do a better job.”
“I’m doing the best I can. I told you he wouldn’t believe it.”
“You need to do a better job!” Charlie yelled. “Do you hear me? You say whatever you have to say! You get them to leave now or you die!”
Charlie breathed hard—in, out, in, out—trying to cool the red-hot blood rushing to his face. He held the walkie back up to Robinson’s mouth, and whispered, “Do as I say, you stupid nigger. Or die.” 
Robinson need not offer any response. He stared Charlie down, like a poker player trying to get a read on his opponent, trying to determine if he was bluffing. Trying to figure out if he should fold, or push all his chips into the center.
Finally, Robinson nodded.
A hint of a smile appeared on Charlie’s face. Then he pushed the talk button back down. 
One. Final. Time.
“Ted, are you still there?” Robinson said. His voice was calm now. He didn’t seem the least bit nervous anymore, and I knew immediately what he was going to do. Charlie had aces in the hole. Robinson was beat. We all were. But we weren’t out. Not yet. And our only hope of getting out of here alive stood on the other end of the radio.
“Hey, I thought I’d lost you,” Ted replied. “I guess we’ll talk more when we get back to Cathy’s.”
“We’re being held hostage in the back of the—” Robinson suddenly yelled into the radio. Charlie, cutting Robinson off before he could finish his sentence, pulled the walkie away and smashed it against the cement floor, causing a few pieces to fly off in different directions.  
Charlie backed away, clearly shocked that Robinson had the nerve, or guts, to defy him. He started laughing like a loon, yelling up at the ceiling in a fit of glee. It was odd to see the rage in him die down so fast, as though breaking the walkie had temporarily satisfied him. After a moment, he stopped laughing and reset his emotions, settled back into leader mode. In control. 
He calmly addressed his followers. “Kyle, Brenda, Mike … go make sure nobody gets in here. Check all the doors, and all the windows up front. If you find anyone, you kill them. Understand?”
The three of them nodded and then ran out.
Charlie walked over to where Brett stood on the opposite end of the receiving area. Next to them was a desk. On top, a small collection of firearms. 
“What about me?” Brett asked, picking up a semi-automatic rifle. 
“You stay back here. Keep watch of the doors. Don’t let anyone get the jump on us.”
“What are you gonna do?”
Charlie slowly reached down and picked up a silver pistol from the desk, made sure it was loaded. “I’m gonna have a little fun,” he said, smiling, “and teach someone a valuable lesson.”





 
“You made a big mistake,” Charlie said. He was standing in front of Robinson again, close enough their noses nearly touched.
“Did I?”
Charlie nodded, pressed the silver pistol into Robinson’s midsection. “When I’m through with you and your friends here, y’all are gonna wish you died years ago. I promise you that.”
“If you’re trying to scare me, you’re gonna have to try harder. This ain’t the first time I’ve had a gun pointed at me.”
“Oh, I don’t doubt that. But how many times have you been shot?” Robinson didn’t respond. “That’s what I thought,” Charlie said, lifting his wife beater up, exposing some deep circular scarring near the bottom of his ribcage. “I’ve been shot twice. Same night. Same guy. I was a rookie then. First year out of the academy. I was responding to an armed robbery in progress. A couple of hostages. Long story short, I made a mistake, thought I could reason with the guy. Ended up getting two in the chest and a bunch of long nights in the hospital. Asshole who shot me got away before the backup arrived, but he eventually got his. I made sure of it. And hey … now that I think of it … he looked an awful lot like you.”
I closed my eyes, tried to imagine what Ted and Bowser were doing at that moment. Hoping Robinson’s cry for help had registered over the walkie. Hoping they would find their way in safely, avoiding Charlie’s goons. I opened my eyes back up when I heard the footsteps. Charlie had moved down the line, and now stood in front of Cathy.
“Don’t think I’ve forgotten about you honey,” he said, lightly touching her face. Cathy pulled away, trembling. “You’re a pretty thing. Once we make sure your boys are all squared away, you and I are gonna have some fun.” 
I looked away in disgust as Charlie then slid his hand down and began touching Cathy’s breasts. I closed my eyes, wishing I could close my ears as well so I wouldn’t have to listen to her sobbing.
Even with my eyes closed, I knew Charlie was smiling. I could feel it. He enjoyed humiliating Cathy, aroused by the power he had over her. Over all of us.
He was a monster.
“What’s wrong?” Robinson asked. “You already had enough of me?”
“Don’t worry. I’ll be back to deal with you in a minute.” Charlie moved on from Cathy and stopped in front of me. “You scared, kid?”
No, not scared. Terrified. But I wouldn’t let him know that. I wouldn’t give him what he wanted. If it was my time to die, then I’d at least like to take my pride with me to the grave. And even if I somehow managed to survive this night, how much longer would I have anyway? How many times had I almost died over the last few days? Dozens. So as bad as it seemed, hanging there tied up with little hope of escape, things could have been worse. I could have been one of the billions of infected migrating north or west or wherever. Unlike them, I still knew my name. I still had my mind. My memories. If only for a few more seconds. I was Jimmy, and I’d damn well die as Jimmy.
“I can tell you’re smarter than your friend over there,” Charlie said. “You’ve kept quiet. You know better than to run your mouth. But now I’m asking you a direct question, and you better answer.” He pressed the barrel end of the gun into the center of my chest. “Are you scared?”
I summoned up enough courage to shake my head. “There’s nothing to be scared of.”
Charlie took the gun off my chest and stepped back a few feet. I looked down as he made a fist around the gun and then swung his arm back like he was going to hit me with it. Then stopped. 
I flinched. Held my breath. Waited for the impact. Charlie starting laughing, and then lowered the gun.
“What did ya think I was gonna do?” he said, still smiling. “This?” Then he drew back fast and hammered me in the face with the butt of the pistol. My glasses nearly went flying off, but thankfully didn’t break. 
For a moment, I saw stars. My vision blurred. My head felt twice as heavy. A surge of pain rushed to the left side of my face all at once, and I could feel my cheek instantly begin to swell from the corner of my mouth up to my left eye. I wanted to touch it, try and sooth it, but my hands were bound. All I could do was wince and fight back the urge to cry. I felt like I was in seventh grade again, after being blindsided by a soccer ball. Only back then, there hadn’t been any evil intent, and no one had laughed in my face afterward. Laughed loud and hard like Charlie now laughed.
He moved on to the last in the line. 
Brian.
“See what you did,” Charlie said. “This is all your fault. I hope you know that. If you hadn’t come in here thinking you could take my stuff, none of this would have happened. Your buddy out there by the pharmacy wouldn’t be dead. None of these people would be here right now, including your wife.” Charlie leaned in closer to Brian, lifted his limp head up, and began to whisper. “And when I rape her … that’ll be your fault too.” 
I doubted if Cathy or Robinson could hear Charlie whispering, which was a good thing, but unfortunately, I still could. Even with the left side of my face blowing up like a balloon, my hearing seemed to grow more sensitive. 
Charlie pressed the silver pistol against Brian’s forehead. “What if I killed him right now,” he said to the rest of us. “This poor excuse for a man you came to save. How sad would you be?”
Cathy pleaded for him to stop.
“You’re going to hell you piece of shit,” Robinson shouted back.
“Don’t you realize,” Charlie said, lowering the gun. “We’re already in hell.” He walked back over to Robinson. “What’s that? You hear that?”
I heard it. 
It was the sound of gunfire, coming from somewhere in the store. Not near, but not too far either. 
“Sounds like your buddies won’t be saving you after all. What a pity.”
“I don’t need anyone to save me,” Robinson said. “I could take you out myself.”
“Really?” Charlie smirked. “How you gonna do that?”
“Take these straps off and see for yourself. You’re nothing but a phony. A fake. And you know it. You think you’re tough cause you got a gun. Put it down, take off these straps, and let’s see how tough you really are. I dare you.”
I waited for Charlie to laugh at Robinson’s challenge, but his sudden silence told me he was actually considering it. Robinson had called him out, questioned his manhood, and Charlie didn’t like it one bit.
More gunfire erupted somewhere out there. Somewhere outside of the back hall. I couldn’t tell if it was closer or not. My senses were still in a weird tailspin after getting my face bashed.
Charlie slowly backed away. “Fine. I was gonna make your death as painless as possible, but if you’d rather me beat the life out of you, so be it. Won’t be the first nigger I’ve killed with my bare hands.”
“You know, you’re not the first person to call me that word,” Robinson replied. “It didn’t hurt me then, and it won’t hurt me now.”
Charlie shrugged, pointed the pistol at Robinson. “Maybe not, but this will.”
And then he pulled the trigger.





 
Brett ran back into the receiving area at the sound of the gun going off. “What happened?” He looked at Charlie. Then at Robinson. “Oh…”
“Go do your job, Brett,” Charlie said, frustration in his voice. “Don’t let anyone back here. I’m gonna finish the rest of them off. Okay?”
Shirtless Brett nodded and then scurried off, rifle in both hands.
I couldn’t tell where Charlie had shot Robinson, but it wasn’t in the face. Robinson was still alive, squirming and grimacing in pain. Charlie shoved the barrel of the silver pistol in his pants and took a knife off his belt. Then he began cutting the zip ties holding Robinson up.
“I lied,” Charlie said. “I never planned on making your death painless. Maybe theirs, but definitely not yours.” Now free of the restraints, Robinson fell to the ground in front of Charlie. He grabbed at his left shoulder. Blood poured out into his hands, seeped between his fingers. Charlie put the knife back on to his belt and then kicked Robinson in the stomach. “Time to get up.”
Robinson attempted to reach up with one hand and grab a hold of Charlie’s legs.
“That’s more like it,” Charlie said. And kicked him again. Then he grabbed Robinson by the back of his jacket and dragged him out into the open space in front of the truck bays. “Come on. Get up. I thought you were gonna take me out.”
Robinson rolled over on to his back. “You … shot me.”
Charlie smirked. “I guess I didn’t play fair. Oh well.” He kicked Robinson in the face and then got down on top of him, punching him to the body and head.
Now that Charlie was preoccupied with killing Robinson, I made my best attempt at escape. I yanked at the zip ties as hard as I could, hoping that with enough pressure, they would snap and I’d be free. But hell if that plastic wasn’t strong. Stronger than me, at least. It dug into my wrists, slicing me open. My best attempt was going nowhere, and the left side of my face still felt like it had grown two sizes.
I glanced over at the combatants, wrestling on the concrete floor. Charlie had Robinson pinned down, but Robinson was trying desperately to push him off. When that didn’t work, he made a move for Charlie’s gun.
“Is this what you want?” Charlie asked, pulling the gun out and holding it up where Robinson couldn’t reach it. “Here. You can have it.” He brought the gun down once, and then a second time, hammering Robinson in the face. Robinson struggled to block the attack, and finally rolled back over on to his stomach in retreat.
BANG! BANG!
Gunshots. Loud. Real close. 
Brett jogged back into the receiving area. “One of them made it back here. He’s hiding.”
Charlie froze on top of Robinson, who lay face down on the concrete, not moving. “Well, what are you waiting for, you idiot. Go get him.”
Just as the words left his mouth, the overhead lights began to shut off. One section at a time, moving down the back hall. We all watched in silence—the only sound the buzz of the electric current dying in the lamps above. Darkness quickly swept in to fill the space left by the light. 
But it only remained pitch black for maybe ten seconds. Then I saw a flash of light in the far off distance down the entrance to the left—the entrance we had come down with butch Brenda. 
A second later, the first of two road flares sailed into the receiving area, spinning to a stop in the middle of the floor, casting everything in a sparkling red glow. 
Brett quickly shouldered his rifle and sent more than a dozen rounds into the black space down the hall. A total waste of bullets, but Brett clearly wasn’t too smart. I felt even worse about being tricked by his little brother Kyle, as stupid was clearly the dominant gene in their family.
Charlie, being slightly smarter, immediately stopped his assault on Robinson and hurried out of sight. Even with Charlie now off him, Robinson still laid face down, squirming, but making no real attempt to get up. There was blood splatter on the floor around him. Some from his face. More from the gunshot wound.
Charlie whistled at Brett to get his attention, but Brett either didn’t hear over the sound of the rifle, or just didn’t care to look over. He continued his useless attack on the black void from which the flares had come—round after round—pulling the trigger as fast as he could. He sprayed wildly, like Al Pacino at the end of Scarface, praying that he’d get lucky and hit something. He wasn’t at all concerned that one of the flares sat only a few feet in front of him, making him an easy target. Charlie tried one more time to get his attention, and then gave up. He knelt down behind a pallet of soda, and like the rest of us, waited for what we all knew was going to happen next. 
A moment later Brett ran out of bullets. Just like that, thirty or so rounds, gone. And it all lasted no more than ten seconds. He looked to his left, saw Charlie, and made a move toward him.
His last move.
There was a single gunshot—likely the last thing Brett would ever hear, as the bullet ripped through the side of his neck. A spurt of blood left with the bullet. Brett dropped the rifle and grasped both of his hands around his neck. He tottered in place, making choking sounds, unable to prevent the blood from pouring out of his neck and down his chest and back. Finally, he fell forward, landing directly on top of one of the flares. Half the red glow instantly left the room.
There was a final gurgle, and then Brett lay silent. Still. Dead. I didn’t want to think about what the flare underneath him, still burning, was doing to the skin of his exposed chest.
Charlie seemed unfazed by Brett’s death. He remained knelt down, quiet, hidden behind the pallet of soda.
I kept my focus on the dark hall, looking for any sign of movement. I was ninety-nine percent sure I knew who had killed Brett. Only one person in our group could have pulled off that shot so effortlessly. The man who had taught me how to shoot.
Ted emerged out of the darkness, walking slowly, cautiously. He had a black rifle similar to the one Brett was using before his neck started gushing like Old Faithful. 
Ted stopped when he saw me, looked around.
I thought about yelling for him to stay back. I didn’t want him to walk into Charlie’s trap. But I also didn’t want to draw Charlie’s attention over to me. So I waited until Ted looked at me again, and then motioned with my head in Charlie’s direction. 
Ted nodded.
He understood.
Problem was, Ted wasn’t the only one who saw what I did. Charlie spun on his knees and fired two shots in my direction. Neither hit me, but one came too close for comfort, ricocheting off the metal bar behind my head. 
Ted, now armed with the knowledge of where Charlie was hiding, rushed into the receiving area and started blasting rounds through the pallet of soda. The carbonated liquid sprayed out in all directions. Small puddles began to gather around the base of the wooden pallet. To avoid being hit, Charlie shifted left and right around the large stack of soda, keeping out of Ted’s line of sight. Occasionally he’d fire a blind shot around the corner. It was a game of cat and mouse—with guns—and fortunately for us good guys, Ted had more bullets to play with. Once Charlie was out, he set the gun down and waited with his back against the pallet—waited for Ted to get close enough. Then he turned the corner and leapt out.
The struggle quickly went to the ground as they slipped on the soda, wrestling for control over the rifle. Charlie was the larger man, the stronger man, and quickly gained control, ending up on top. He swung the rifle down and across Ted’s face, and it was then that I started to panic. 
Again I pulled at the zip ties, harder than before. My wrists bled and screamed in pain, but the ties still wouldn’t budge. I couldn’t believe it. A fucking quarter inch of plastic was going to get me killed. I had never felt so helpless. I couldn’t do anything to save Robinson from the beating he took, nor could I save Ted from the beating he was now taking. I kept my eyes on the dark hall behind them, hoping to see Bowser appear any moment to help turn the tide.
Charlie stood up and looked down at Ted groaning in pain on the ground. “Well, look at you,” he said, breathing hard. Sweat was soaked into his white shirt. “How does it feel to be a hero, huh?” He kicked Ted in the stomach, much like he’d kicked Robinson minutes earlier. “Does it feel good?”
Ted slowly rolled over and stared up at Charlie. “Please … stop.”
Charlie smirked. “I don’t know how to stop.” He backed off, brought the rifle up. “Now where’s the rest of my crew?”
“Who?” Ted asked. He looked exhausted. Defeated. I couldn’t blame him for feeling that way.
“There was three more,” Charlie said. “Kyle, Mike, and Brenda. Did you kill them too?”
“I killed two of them,” Ted replied. “Bowser killed the other one.”
Charlie huffed in anger and then pointed to the wall behind Robinson. “Get over there. Both of you. Now!”
Ted crawled on his knees over to where Robinson lay near the truck bays. He glanced over at me and said, “I’m sorry.”
“Where’s Bowser?” I asked.
“He got shot.”
What? No.
What do you mean he got shot? I thought.
“I’m sorry,” Ted said again.
“Did I say you two could have a talk?” Charlie yelled.
Just imagining Bowser lying somewhere in the store, motionless, life having vacated his eyes, was enough to make my heart sink. I was surprised it didn’t stop beating altogether, as any remaining hope that I had all but died.
It was over.
We had reached the end—the last act.
I closed my eyes as the tears began seeping out. I wanted to be strong, but there was no holding back anymore. I thought of Peaches back at Cathy’s house, sitting there nervous, waiting for me to return. And I cried some more. I prayed she’d find a way to go on without me—find another group—find some way to survive. I heard her voice in my head, repeating the same line. It was the last thing she’d said to me before I left, as we embraced.
You better come back, you hear me?
Don’t you leave us.
Leave her. Leave Olivia.
Leave them alone in this new world. This terrible world. I had promised I wouldn’t. I had promised I’d come back—that I’d do whatever I had to do.
But that was a promise I would have to break.
I could do nothing. I was helpless.
And all the tears in the world couldn’t save me.
I opened my eyes and looked back to my left. Through wet eyes, I could see Charlie standing in front of Ted and Robinson, who now sat with their backs against the outer wall. Ted had his hands down at his sides, while Robinson kept both hands pressed on his left shoulder where he’d been shot.
Charlie pointed the gun down at them and started yelling again. What he said didn’t matter. I didn’t hear words. It was just background noise to the images that circled in my head. My life flashing before my eyes. I just wanted it to be over. I was ready.
No more tears.
I closed my eyes again to squeeze out the teary blur, and when I opened them back up a chill suddenly ran down my body.
While Charlie continued to yell and fire out intimidation tactics, someone slowly emerged from the shadows and entered the receiving area. It was someone I never thought I’d see again. Someone I had never wanted to see again. Someone I figured would be long gone by now.
Someone named Aamod.
He stopped ten yards behind Charlie. He held his shotgun down at his waist, racked the pump to get Charlie’s attention.
It worked.
Charlie stopped yelling. Froze.
“Put down the gun,” Aamod said.
Charlie cocked his head slightly to the left, trying to look behind him. “Who are you?”
“I’m the guy that’s going to kill you if you don’t put that gun down now.” 
Charlie made no motion to drop the gun. I half expected him to do a quick 180 and try his luck, given how full of himself he was, but he stayed frozen solid. Perhaps he could hear in Aamod’s voice the same thing we had always heard. Here was a guy who always said exactly what he meant. Aamod wasn’t playing around.
“You have three seconds,” Aamod continued. “One … two—”
“Okay,” Charlie said. “You win. I’ll put it down.” He bent over and set the rifle down like it was a piece of fine china.
“Good. Now turn around.”
As Charlie slowly turned around, he used his feet to sweep the rifle back out in front of him, proving that while he was a lot of things—an evil racist prick, for example—he was also quite the improviser. Of course, with Aamod’s snappy trigger finger, there was no way Charlie could reach down and grab the rifle without taking a slug in the chest. But with the rifle now between him and Aamod, he at least he wouldn’t have to worry about Ted or Robinson sneaking up and grabbing it from behind.
“Easy, man,” Charlie said. “No need to do anything crazy.”
“Crazy,” Aamod repeated. “You mean like locking people up … torturing them?”
“I did what I had to do,” Charlie replied. “They didn’t leave me any choice. They came in here. They killed my friends.” One of his friends lay on the floor between them, still bleeding out of his neck. Behind him, Robinson and Ted shimmied against the wall until they were out of the firing zone. “And then they were going to kill me.”
“He’s a liar!” I yelled. “Aamod, shoot him. What are you waiting for?”
Aamod didn’t turn to look at me. For once, I was glad to be ignored. Charlie was sneaky, and always deserved your full attention. He also deserved to be killed.
“You know them? Aamod … is it?”
Aamod nodded. “Yes. I was traveling with them. Until they kicked me out.”
“Why did they kick you out?”
“They didn’t trust me.”
“That’s too bad.”
“Yes. Too bad for you.” Aamod gripped the shotgun tighter. “They were right not to trust me. But I’m hoping this might change their minds.”
“No, no, stop. Please, you don’t have to kill me. I’ll do whatever you want.”
No words could describe how satisfying it was to see Charlie stripped of all his power, throwing himself at the mercy of another. 
“I didn’t come here for you. There is no forgiveness for what you’ve done. I came here for them. To admit my mistakes.”
Charlie raised his hands above his head. “Just let me go. Please. I’m sorry.”
“Me too,” Aamod said. “And this is my apology.”
The slug hit Charlie with all the force of a Randy Johnson fastball, opening up a nasty red crater in his abdomen. But he didn’t die immediately. He had five more seconds to realize what happened. He stumbled forward, mumbling something unintelligible. His hands shook as he examined the bloody mess where his belly button used to be. His whole body seized up then, went stiff, as shock overtook his nervous system and consciousness quickly began to fade. 
A second later, he fell backward. His head made a dull thumping sound—like a fist hitting a punching bag—as it came into contact with the concrete floor.
The room went silent. No one moved a muscle. We were all in shock.
Charlie was dead. 
And hopefully en route to hell.
After a moment, I took a long satisfying breath, the realization that I wasn’t going to die—not yet, at least—coming over me like warm sunlight. 
Aamod sure had a funny way of apologizing. But I’d accept it.
He could save my life anytime.





 
The next day.
Back at Cathy’s house. 
It was around noon, and I was in the upstairs bathroom, staring into the mirror. The left side of my face was bruised, and hurt like hell when I touched it, but the swelling had already started to go down. Overall, I had been very lucky, especially when compared to many others in the group. Things could have gone much, much worse.
There was a knock at the door.
“Jimmy, you in there?” Ted asked.
“Yeah.” I opened the door. “You ready?”
Like me, Ted had also escaped Charlie and the gang’s wrath with only minor injuries. A few cuts and scrapes. Some facial swelling. Nothing a few days of rest wouldn’t fix.
Ted nodded. “Ready if you are. Aamod’s waiting for us outside.”
“Let’s go.”
The three of us headed back to the scene of the crime—or nightmare. The Walmart. I had suggested going somewhere else. There was a bunch of grocery stores in the area. But Ted wanted to gather up the guns that had been left behind, most of which would probably have to be pried—Charlton Heston style—from the cold dead hands of a corpse. I’d leave that gruesome task for Ted. Aamod and I could get the rest of the stuff, like food and water and clean clothing. 
Last night, in a rush to get the wounded back to Cathy’s, we’d grabbed only the most essential supplies from the store. And most of those came from the pharmacy. Antibiotics. Pain medication. Bandages. 
The plan was still to go to New Orleans, assuming Robinson’s condition remained stable, we just wouldn’t be leaving for at least a week. This was just the first of many supply runs.
We spent more than an hour in the store, filling three carts full of stuff, and then packed it into the SUV and headed back to Cathy’s house.
After carrying everything inside the house, I headed back upstairs. First, I checked on Peaches. She was still napping in our temporary room. Olivia lay in a portable crib Cathy had fished out of the attic. The crib was just one of many sentimental items Cathy had stored away. Items that reminded her of her daughter Gwen.
I quietly shut the door and entered the bedroom across the hall. The door was open.
The room had two twin beds. Robinson was in one of them, sitting up. He was shirtless, with large surgical pads wrapped tight around his left shoulder, held in place with tape. The wrap was so thick it looked like he had a cast on, but as long as it stopped the bleeding, that’s all that mattered. None of us were doctors. We did the best we could under the circumstances.
“How do you feel?” I asked.
“I feel like I’ve been shot in the shoulder,” Robinson said, forcing out a smile. “Other than that … just tired.”
“Well, that makes sense. You did lose a lot of blood,” I said. “But what I meant was … how do you feel having to share a room with that guy.”
Robinson looked over at the second bed where Bowser lay, asleep. “Fine right now. Ask me later when he’s back awake.”
When Ted said Bowser had been shot, I had assumed the big guy was dead. But like Robinson, Bowser had received a non-fatal wound. In fact, his was even less serious. During the battle with Charlie’s three stooges, Kyle, Mike and Brenda, a bullet had grazed Bowser’s right leg, near the kneecap. While not life threatening, it had made him instantly immobile, taking him out of the fight early.  
“I give it two days before you’re throwing things at each other.”
“Wow, really? That long?” Robinson said. “I’ll take it.”
 
Two days later.
I was wrong. Robinson and Bowser hadn’t killed each other yet, nor had any infection. Their condition was improving, even if their general mood remained unchanged. Bowser was especially fussy, not used to being bedridden, and only getting up for the necessary bathroom trip. The rest of us made sure they had plenty of fluids and pain medication, and once a day we would apply new bandages to their wounds.
Brian’s condition had also vastly improved. Rest being the key ingredient. That and perhaps a giant dose of love. Cathy rarely left his side in the master bedroom. Similar to how Jax looked after Olivia, laying at the foot of her crib.
 
Two days later.
We made a second supply run. Peaches and Naima both came along this time, not happy with the clothing Aamod and I had picked out last time. 
Well, sorry. 
How was I supposed to know Peaches wouldn’t fit into a size six? It looked right on the rack. At least I didn’t get her a size too big. She probably would have slapped me harder than Charlie, and the left side of my face was still a little tender. I must say following her around the bra and panties section left me more confused than a David Lynch film. She grabbed the largest bras and the smallest panties. Such a contrast. It made no sense.
Then again, maybe having a half inch of lace tickling your ass crack felt nice.
 
Two days later.
Around lunch time.
I huddled over Ted as he siphoned gasoline from a minivan three houses down from Cathy’s place. “Do you need my help?”
“No, just keep an eye out,” Ted said.
I looked both ways down the block, one hand on Sally. Nothing. No infected. “Haven’t seen anybody down this way all week long. No reason for them to leave the main road.”
“I know. But it only takes one stray.”
“To ruin our day.”
“Exactly.”
Once the minivan was dry, we carried the two five gallon canisters back to the house. Set them into the garage. Ted picked up two more red cans, both empty, and handed one to me. I thought about how hard it had been to find a gas can over a week earlier when I wanted to make Molotov cocktails. Now it was easy. Brian had four or five just laying around in the garage collecting dust and spider webs.
We headed off down the street again, filled the two cans, and then went back to the garage. 
Brian was waiting for us this time.
“Thanks for doing that,” he said. “Hopefully we won’t need it, but it’ll be good to have just as a precaution.”
“It was no problem,” Ted said. “You ready to go to Tony’s?”
“Yep. I’ll drive.”
Earlier that morning, before Ted and I left on our little gas run, Brian had thrown us a curve ball. Cathy, in her desperate struggle to convince us to help locate Brian, had significantly oversold the capabilities of their boat. She had done this unknowingly, of course, but done it still. Brian’s boat was only twenty-five feet long, not nearly large enough to fit all eleven of us and our supplies. Thankfully, Brian had a friend—Tony—who up until a few weeks ago lived on the next block over. Like most people who buy property on a canal, Tony owned a boat—a much larger boat capable of safely and comfortably taking us where we needed to go. Louisiana. Only question was whether or not the boat had enough gas in the tank.
We broke into Tony’s house and searched for the boat keys. After ten minutes, I found them nestled inside a catchall drawer in the kitchen. Connected to the key chain was a white piece of foam cut into the shape of a fish, designed to keep the keys afloat should they accidentally fall into the water.
Out on the back dock, Ted and I helped remove the boat cover so Brian could climb inside. A moment later, the boat’s duel engines roared to life. Brian looked down at us and nodded. Then he cut the engines off and climbed back out.
“How big is this boat?” Ted asked.
“It’s a forty-foot cabin cruiser,” Brian replied. “The tank is sitting at about ninety percent.”
“Will that work?”
“Yeah, that should work just fine. It has two one hundred gallon tanks.”
“Wow, that’s insane,” I said.
Brian shrugged. “It won’t get us as far as you think. Boats aren’t cars. They don’t get close to the same gas mileage. Even with almost two hundred gallons, we’ll still have to stop somewhere about halfway and refuel. That is, if we can find a marina with a fuel pump that’s still operational.”
Ted nodded. “We’re gonna have to.”
“You still want to leave in a few days?” Brian asked.
“That’s the plan, far as I know. Why … is that a problem?”
“No, no problem. Just wanted to be sure. You should start to gather together all the stuff you’re taking in one of the cars, and I’ll help you put it in the boat tomorrow. That way we’ll be ready to go at sunrise the following day.”
“Yeah, that’s a good idea. I’ll let everyone know when we get back.” Ted clapped Brian on the shoulder. “Thanks for doing this by the way. We really appreciate it.”
“You guys saved my life. It’s the least I can do.”
Technically, Aamod saved his life. The rest of us just got shot or punched in the face. But I wasn’t about to bring up that sad story again.





 
The next day.
We made our third and final run to the Walmart. This time the girls stayed back at the house, along with Bowser, who could only walk so long on his leg before needing to rest. Every day, it got a little easier on him, but it was going to take some time before he was back to one hundred percent. If such a goal was even achievable.
We left the store with more medication, batteries, canned food (dry food for Jax), water, diapers and formula for Olivia, an arm sling for Robinson, a knee brace for Bowser, beer and wine to honor our last night at Cathy and Brian’s, a carton of cigarettes for Peaches, and my personal favorite vice. Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups.
Then, with Brian’s help, we hauled most of our supplies over to Tony’s and transferred them into the boat. The forty-foot cruiser had more than enough storage space. 
A few hours later, after sitting together for a nice dinner, we moved out on to the porch to enjoy the sunset.
“Nothing quite like a warm beer,” Ted remarked.
“It’s not warm,” Robinson said. “It’s room temperature.”
Ted smiled. “Hey, I’m not complaining.”
Peaches sat on one side of me, Naima on the other. It was a Jimmy sandwich. Naima sipped at a glass of wine. I was surprised her father allowed her even the one glass, given his usual adherence to super strict parenting. Maybe Aamod was lightening up a bit. We could all only hope. Peaches, however, as in all aspects of her life, did whatever the hell she wanted. No wine for her. She chugged beer better than the guys. 
Peaches leaned over to me. “You sure you don’t want one? It won’t kill you.”
“I’m fine with just water,” I replied.
“Okay then.” She smiled at me, took a long sip of her beer. “You’re such a goodie goodie, Jimmy.”
“I just don’t see the point.”
“In what?”
“In getting drunk. I don’t like the idea of not being in control of myself.”
“Who said anything about getting drunk? One beer won’t do nothing but … I don’t know … relax you a bit.”
“I’m relaxed.”
“Really? I’ve seen you relaxed, and you don’t look it now. Remember the first night we met?”
I smiled. “How could I forget. I don’t remember being relaxed though. I was so scared my grandma was gonna come down the stairs and see me smoking that joint. I swear it took a good week before the bookstore smelled like books again.”
“So you were a little paranoid. It all turned out for the best, right?”
“Well, other than society collapsing. Sure.”
“I mean … you don’t regret it, do you? Spending those few hours with me, cheering me up after I had such a lousy night.”
“No, I don’t regret it. I’m glad we met. And I’m happy we’ve managed to stick together.”
“Are we … together?”
“We share a bed, and it doesn’t feel awkward anymore.”
“It never felt awkward for me.” She guzzled the last few inches of her beer and then kissed me on the cheek. “I’ll be right back.”
While Peaches was gone, I listened in on the rest of the group’s conversation, mostly involving the route tomorrow. Brian led the talk, while Cathy sat beside him, rocking Olivia, smiling big and bright. Her spirit had returned with the return of her husband. Just seeing her infectious glow made all the pain Charlie had dished out more than worth it. It also made me feel ashamed. To think we’d tried to talk her out of even looking for Brian. In this new world, hope and optimism was the currency that kept everything going. If there was no chance things could get better, what was the use in living? Cathy showed me—showed us all—why it was important never to give up. By degrees, I could feel the weight of Diego’s suicide grow lighter.
Peaches returned a minute later with three beers.
“You must be thirsty,” I said.
“One of these is for you.” 
She handed me a beer.
“And the other two…?”
“These are for me,” she replied. “Hey, I never said I had a problem getting drunk.”
I put the beer to my nose, smelled it. It had an interesting scent. The taste, however, was less interesting. I couldn’t hide my displeasure as I swallowed.
Peaches watched me, and then took a sip of her beer. She made no funny face. “You don’t like it?”
“It’s … beer.”
“You look like you’ve never had one before.”
“I have. But it was a long time ago.” She stared at me, waiting for further explanation. “My grandpa gave me a sip once when I was little. It tastes the same as I remembered.”
“After four or five, you don’t even really taste it anymore.”
“I can’t imagine drinking five of these.” I glanced down between the chairs. There was three empty bottles already, and Peaches was working on polishing off a fourth. “I hope you can keep all of that down. You know we have to sleep in the same bed tonight.”
She smiled. “Yeah, I’m looking forward to it.”
Hmm.
Okay. That must be the beer talking.
I’d let that one slide without comment.
Later, after the sun went down and the party dissolved, I found out what she really meant.
The house was silent. Everyone was in their respective rooms. Except Ted, who was riding the couch downstairs. Olivia was in the crib, asleep. Jax at the foot of the crib, almost asleep. 
All doors were shut. 
All candles snuffed out. 
It was sleep time. Tomorrow was going to be a long day.
I was in bed, looking up at the useless ceiling fan, sheet pulled up to my neck. The window was open, but the hot air outside did nothing to cool the hot air inside. It was mid-eighties in the house, if I had to guess. Still, I slept with the sheet on top of me—kept myself covered—because I didn’t want Peaches to see me with just my tighty whities on. She was in the connecting bathroom, changing into her pajamas.
Only.
When she came out, she wasn’t wearing her pajamas. She had on only her bra and panties. I had watched her pick them out at the store.
I quickly looked away, shut my eyes, and pretended to be asleep. I felt her crawl into the bed next to me, slide under the sheet we shared, and then lay still. 
After a moment, I opened my eyes and glanced over at her. 
And what did I see? 
Her lying on her side, head on the pillow, gazing over at me like I was a piece of meat.
That’s right.
I was a piece of meat. And she was hungry.
“Hey,” she said softly. “You tired?”
Tired?
I was. A little. But that was ten seconds ago. Ever since I saw her come out of the bathroom, I was wide awake.
“Aren’t you?”
Perfect. Answer a question with a question.
Good deflection.
“No,” she answered. She scooted closer to me until her legs touched mine. “I have plenty of energy.”
Apparently not a good enough deflection.
My whole body tensed up. I looked into her eyes—her hungry eyes—and said, “You had a lot to drink. I’m surprised you’re not already passed out.”
She smiled. “Do you wish I was?”
“Not really.”
She leaned in close and kissed me on the lips. Then she whispered in my ear, “Did you want to take advantage of me?” Suddenly I felt her hand on my thigh gradually moving up my leg and over my underwear, where she stopped and began caressing little Jimmy.
How was I to respond?
Every muscle in my body tightened. One in particular. It quickly grew in size as she continued to massage it, up and down, while planting kisses all over my neck and face. Finally, she reached her hand up and pulled my underwear down. Then she began stroking me like I’d never been stroked before.
“What are you doing?” I asked.
Stupidly.
She withdrew her hand. Stopped kissing me. “Do you want me to stop?”
“I don’t know.”
Not satisfied with my answer, she began again. Rubbing me. All five and a half solid inches.
“What’s wrong?” she said. “Don’t you want to touch me?”
It took me more than a few seconds for the question to register in my brain. She was doing wondrous things with her hand, I tell you, wondrous things. I was totally zoned out. She had me lost in her spell. She had me at hello.
There was no use in fighting it.
“I know you’re a virgin,” she said. “I can tell.”
There was no use in denying it.
All I could say was, “Okay.”
“You don’t have to be afraid. I don’t have any expectations.”
All I could say was, “Okay.”
“If you don’t want to do it … if you’re not ready … just say so, and I’ll back off.”
Her hand sure didn’t back off. Up and down. Up and down. Softly. Gently.
“I just don’t think this is the right time,” I muttered.
“I understand,” she said. “You’re nervous. That’s natural.”
“Well, it’s just weird ya know. Olivia is in the room. And Jax.”
She smiled. “Is that it?”
Partially. I was scared. This was all so new to me, and it had come on so sudden. She had come on so sudden, like a wild animal in heat.
“Are you upset?” I asked.
She shrugged. “You might be right. I’m a little drunk. And I’ve been known to get loud. How about I just give you head?”
I kept staring into her eyes. Speechless.
This was like something I had dreamed about every night for years and years. I was with a woman in bed, and she wanted me. She wanted to please me. This was what it must have felt like to be Brad Pitt.
She didn’t wait for me to respond. Not that I had a response to give. She sat up on her knees and looked down at me—her black thong panties staring me right in the face. Then she removed her bra. Without restraints, her giant breasts hung free, her nipples large and pink.
“I want you to touch me,” she said, and then led one of my hands up to her breasts.
I squeezed softly, tried to mimic the approach she’d used on me. Her skin felt so smooth on my fingertips. Her nipples got hard as I ran my hand over them, around them. While I was focused on the upstairs, she slid down her thong, exposing the rest of herself to me. I had never felt so excited. My heart beat heavily inside my chest. My penis throbbed.
She moved my hand down to her vagina, allowed me to explore. She began to breathe hard, moan softly. My fingers instantly became wet. 
“You’re doing good,” she said. “Just keep doing that.” 
Then she settled back on to the mattress, her head now near my crouch, one leg up so I could continue to run my hand against her. Run my fingers inside her. A moment later, she put her mouth on me, twisting up and down, sucking hard. I felt all the tension in my body begin to slowly fade away.
I put my head back. Closed my eyes.
It would all be over soon.
I could feel it building—feel it coming. And still she kept going. She never pulled back. Even as I finished, her mouth never left me.
She was a pro.
And I was officially in love.





 
“You feeling any better?” Robinson asked.
The question was directed at Peaches. We were down in the cabin of the boat. I was scrunched up on a sofa. She sat at a desk, slouched over, her head in her hands.
“Not really,” she replied, not looking up.
Robinson turned to me, nudged my leg. “How ‘bout you big guy?”
Big guy? What was I ten years old?
I grumbled and rolled over on my stomach.
Robinson got the idea and climbed back up to the main deck without further prodding.
Tony’s forty-foot cruiser was nice. Spacious. Clean. There was a twenty-inch flat screen TV. A DVD player. A powerful stereo system. But unfortunately, I wouldn’t get to enjoy any of these things. The motion of the water, as we cruised along at around twenty knots, had my stomach tied up in about a hundred knots. We weren’t in the Gulf of Mexico for more than an hour before I was hugging the toilet, saying hello again to my breakfast.
Peaches, on the other hand, wasn’t bothered as much by the motion of the boat. She was paying the price for drinking too much the previous night. Her head hurt. She felt fatigued. She had stayed up late. We had both stayed up late. After our little play session, we had talked (my idea), while cuddling (her idea). It had felt so nice at the time, getting to know each other better on so many different levels. But when the crack of dawn came and we were forced to get up, our bodies rebelled. And thus, we’d spend most of the first leg of the trip down below, miserable, confessing our sins to the porcelain God.
At some point, I fell asleep.
When I woke, the boat was no longer moving. The engines were off. I followed Peaches up to the main deck. Aamod was standing outside the boat, helping Naima safely climb out on to the dock. Robinson and Bowser waited their turn.
“Good afternoon,” Robinson said. “I was about to come wake you two up.”
“I’m awake,” I mumbled in tired English, though I’m sure I didn’t look awake. I could barely keep my eyes open, as the bright midday sun blinded me. 
Peaches and I carefully climbed off the boat.
“Where are we?” Peaches asked.
“We’re at a marina in Panama City.”
“Why?”
“We need to refuel.” 
I guess that explained the gas pump in front of me.
I shielded my eyes, glanced around. The dock was as wide as a highway. There had to be fifty to a hundred boats big and small parked in berths.
“How did she do?” Peaches asked.
Cathy stood nearby, holding Olivia. “Oh, fine. She slept most of the way. Must have been the rocking of the boat.”
“Has she eaten?”
“Yeah, I just fed her not long ago.”
Aamod and Naima wandered off down the dock to stretch their legs. 
“Where is Ted and Brian?” I asked.
“They went inside the station,” Robinson replied. “The power is out on the pumps, but Brian’s sure this place has a generator. Now we wait and see if him and Ted can figure out how to turn it on.”
“And what if they can’t?”
“Then we go someplace else. There’s a bunch of other marinas in the area.”
We headed down the dock toward the mainland. Jax tagged along, exploring, looking for something new and interesting to pee on. At the end of the dock were a number of buildings. Restaurants. Supply shops. Additional dry storage for boats. To the right was a boat ramp, beyond it a small picnic area. In the distance was a parking lot with dozens of trucks. 
We entered the building closest to the dock, a small convenience store. I wanted to tell Aamod to get behind the counter and get to work. It would have gotten a laugh or two. But then I remembered Aamod had the sense of humor of a medieval executioner, and I wanted to live to see another day.
Ted and Brian were in the back of the store working on the generator. Robinson went to check on their progress. The rest of us browsed the store, which contained a little bit of everything. Food. Drinks. Boat parts. Fishing poles. Bait and tackle. Sunglasses. And all manner of tourist items, including clothing and hats. 
Peaches and I both picked out a hat and a pair of sunglasses. Then we looked at ourselves in the long security mirror at the back of the store.
I started laughing. “We look ridiculous.”
“I think I look okay,” she said, adjusting her tan, wide brimmed hat.
“You look like you should be digging up dinosaur bones.” I took my cap off and looked at the fish stitched on to the front. “Who would buy a hat with a fish on it?”
“People who hang out in fishing stores.”
“Point taken. What kind of fish is this anyway?”
“Looks like a Marlin.”
I shrugged. “If you say so.”
“I think you’ve spent way too much time indoors, Jimmy.”
“Not anymore.”
Robinson returned and led us back outside.
“We’re gonna have lunch here,” he said. “Everybody cool with that?”
No one objected. Bowser waited at the small picnic area with Cathy and Olivia while the rest of us walked back to the boat to grab the cooler we had packed. Ted and Brian came out of the store shortly after lunch commenced.
“Got the power back on,” Brian said, smiling.
“That’s great,” Cathy said.
“Thank Ted.”
“It was nothing, really,” Ted said. “Basic stuff.”
Always the humble survivalist. If they had put me in charge, I would have still been in there trying to figure out the ice machine from the generator.
Everyone dug into their lunch.
Except moi.
“Not hungry, Jimmy?” Robinson asked.
“Just concerned about keeping it down. How much longer do we have until we reach New Orleans?”
“Maybe another ten hours,” Brian replied.
“What?” I checked my watch. 2:54 p.m. “So we’re gonna get there in the middle of the night?”
Brian nodded. “Or first thing tomorrow morning. Don’t worry, I know how to navigate at night.”
“I’m not worried. That’s just … a long time.”
“More reason why you should probably eat something now,” Robinson said. “You’ll feel worse if you don’t.”
“I’ll see how long I can last. I can always eat something on the boat.”
I didn’t last long. Less than an hour after Brian had refueled the boat and we left the marina, I was starving. It sounded like I had an alien in my belly. Luckily, unlike breakfast, I managed to keep my lunch down. I was slowly starting to get accustomed to the movement of the boat. 
Instead of hanging out below, Peaches and I graced the rest of the group with our presence for the remainder of the trip. Robinson blasted oldies tunes while we coasted to the west and watched the most beautiful sight I think I’d ever seen.
Sunset over the water.
Once the sun finally slipped beyond the horizon and only stars filled the sky, I closed my eyes, feeling more at peace than any time in the last few weeks. 
There was real beauty left in this ravaged world, but you could only see it when you stopped looking behind you. There was nothing in the rear view but ghosts of the past. I had to let go of that old life—of the bookstore—of my grandma, who I missed so much. I had a new family now.
Life wasn’t over.
Life went on.
There was real beauty left in this ravaged world, and she was asleep in my arms.
Peaches.
I held her until I drifted off.





 
Twelve hours after leaving Panama City, we arrived in New Orleans. It was around four in the morning. We drifted into Lake Pontchartrain and under I-10 that led directly into the city center. Brian pulled the boat into a lagoon that sat just west of the interstate, and found a place to tie up against a wooden dock. Then he cut the engines.
Since nightfall, most of us had been asleep. We were all now awake.
“Are we getting out?” I asked.
“Not yet,” Brian whispered. “I thought we’d wait here until the sun comes up. Be safer. I don’t want to just let you guys off any old place.”
“I appreciate that,” Robinson said.
“According to the map, we’re still about thirty miles out. Whereabouts in the city does your ex stay?”
“Uptown district. A neighborhood called Dixon.”
“Sounds fancy,” I said.
Robinson shook his head. “It’s not.”
Naima came up beside us. “What’s that sound?”
We all heard it. Naima was just the first to speak of it. The sound. Like a million people dragging their feet. Buildings blocked our view of the interstate. That and the darkness. But I was sure that’s where the sound was originating from.
“Infected,” Robinson whispered.
Two hours later the sky began to lighten. Day was almost upon us. Brian got us moving again, took us south to a canal on the east side of the city that connected Lake Pontchartrain to the Mississippi River.
“You’re gonna have to refuel again,” Ted said to Brian. “We’ll help you. We want you two to get back to Florida nice and safe.”
“That won’t be necessary,” Brian said.
“What? Refueling?”
“Yeah. I’m gonna find another boat.”
Ted smirked. “That’s one way of doing things.”
Being a major port town, there was no shortage of boats to choose from. Yet it took over an hour to locate one that fit the two most important requirements. A tank with a minimum of two-hundred gallons. And, of course, the keys inside.
With Brian and Cathy’s return ride marked on the map, we headed back down the canal. Ahead of us was I-10. It sliced through the heart of the city like a jagged knife. Upon it, high above us, crossing the bridge, was a parade of infected. They were packed together, shuffling along slowly.
“Goddamn,” Bowser whispered. “You all see this?”
No one answered. We were too busy staring.
“It’s not too late to go back,” Brian said. “To Florida, I mean.”
I glanced over at Robinson.
“We’ll be fine,” he finally said.
I’m glad someone was confident.
Shortly after passing under the interstate, we came to the Mississippi. We took it southwest down a u-shaped bend. The river seemed to snake through the city in an S pattern. At the bottom of the loop, we coasted up to what looked to be a commercial port. There were thousands upon thousands of large rectangular shipping containers, most brightly colored, all stacked together in rows like Lego blocks, up to five or six high. Two container ships were tethered against the dock. Giant cranes hovered over them.
“Are we gonna stop here?” I asked.
“Dock may be a little high for us,” Brian replied. 
We rounded the corner, going north again. To the right was an old rusted out dock. On the shore was a disorganized mess of scrap metal. Old shipping containers. Heavy machinery. Mounds of broken ship parts, rusted orange and brown. It looked like a place where old junk went to rot and die.
“I think I could dock here,” Brian said, easing back on the throttle, slowing the boat speed by half. “What do y’all think?”
“Looks lovely,” I said.
“Can I check the map real fast?” Robinson said.
Brian nodded. “Yeah, sure thing. Take your time.”
After consulting the map, Robinson said, “Looks like Dixon is pretty much a straight shot north of here.”
“How many miles?” Ted asked.
“Maybe six or seven.”
“That’s not too bad.”
“Yep. This should be fine, Brian. No point in wasting anymore of your time. I know you need to get back.”
Brian eased back on to the throttle and slowly maneuvered the forty-foot cruiser up against the side of the small dock. I was so glad to get off the boat and be back on land. My legs felt wobbly. Or maybe that was just my head. It was an unpleasant sensation I hoped would wear off soon. 
Ted stayed on the boat with Brian, handing our stuff over the side. It was more than I remembered. We’d need to find a way of transporting all of it. Looking around, there were no cars in sight.
“I think that’s it,” Brian said, and climbed off the boat. Ted followed behind him.
Brian shook hands, thanking us.
Cathy gave out hugs. “I hope you find your son,” she said to Robinson.
Robinson smiled. “Thank you. So do I. Have a safe trip back.”
“We should be fine,” Brian said. “I’m more worried about you guys.”
So was I. There was a thick black fog resting over the city like a blanket. The air was hard to breathe, smelled putrid. A stillness permeated everything. It was unnerving. Silent. Like a graveyard. 
And I had a sudden feeling I might die here.
With the goodbye’s out of the way, there was only one last order of business to discuss. And it came totally out of left field.
“Did you ask them, honey?” Brian said to his wife.
“No, I changed my mind.”
“Why?”
Cathy seemed to shell up, an uncertain look on her face. “I don’t know. It’s just…”
“What? What is it?” Robinson asked.
Cathy turned toward Peaches. “I was just gonna say—” she began, fumbling over her words. Then she sighed. “How do I say this?”
Brian jumped in for the save. “It’s safe to say where you guys are going might be dangerous. You know that, or you wouldn’t have brought so many weapons.”
“Always be prepared,” Ted remarked.
It was practically Ted’s motto.
“Well, you all stayed at our house for a week or so,” Brian continued. “Things were calm. Even out of the neighborhood, the number of infected dwindled every day. I think … we both think … that we can get by without much trouble. That we can start to make a life there again, even with the world the way it is now. So Cathy thought maybe…”
“Maybe you’d like us to look after Olivia for you,” Cathy blurted out.
We all turned and looked at Peaches, at Olivia sleeping in her arms.
There was a long moment of silence, and then Peaches said, “What do you mean … look after her?”
“I think she means—” I started to say.
“Just take care of her until you get back,” Cathy said.
“What if we don’t come back?” Peaches asked.
Cathy frowned. “That’s what I’m afraid of.” She started to tear up. “I don’t want anything to happen to her. She’s still so tiny and fragile.”
“You think I want something to happen to her?” Peaches said.
“No, no. Not at all. I can see how close you are with her. You love her a lot. That’s why I was afraid to ask. I didn’t want you to think I was trying to steal her away.”
“It might not be a bad idea,” Robinson said. “She’s only a baby, after all. She can’t defend herself. And who knows what kinda trouble we might run into.”
Peaches took a step back. “No, I’m sorry. I’m not giving her up. We’ll be fine.”
“Maybe you should think about it,” I said.
Peaches gave me a look of abandonment, and then sauntered off down the dock.
“Wait here,” I said. “I’ll go have a talk with her.”
“I can’t believe you,” she said, as I walked up to her. “You’re supposed to be on my side.”
“I am on your side,” I replied. “Do you want anything to happen to Olivia? Do you want her to die out here?”
“Of course not. That’s not the point.”
“No, the point is she’s only a few weeks old. All this moving around isn’t good for her. She needs a more stable environment, don’t you think? Cathy and Brian might be able to provide that for her.”
“She had a stable environment, remember? Back at Ted’s house, when it was just you and I.”
“Um, do you recall what happened at Ted’s house? It wasn’t as safe as we thought.”
“It was a lot safer than here. And we could have found another house to stay at. It was your idea to leave.”
“I wanted to help Robinson find his son.”
“Jimmy, Robinson’s son is dead. We both know that.”
“Keep your voice down. You’re being unreasonable.”
“It’s the truth.”
I sighed. “Then why did you want to come?”
She hit me on the shoulder. “Why do you think, you asshole? I came because of you.” Tears began to build in her eyes. “I wanted us to be together. I would have gone wherever you asked me to. But now…”
“What?”
“Maybe I should just go back with Cathy and Brian.”
“No, I don’t want you to leave.”
“Then maybe you should come with me.”
I glanced back at the rest of the group, talking softly to one another, waiting for Peaches and I to finish arguing.
“I can’t,” I finally said, turning back to Peaches. “I care about them.”
“More than me?”
“No. But what you’re doing isn’t right. Don’t ask me to choose between you and them.”
“Why? That’s what you’re doing. Asking me to make a choice I don’t want to make.”
I put my arms around her. “Look, I want you to stay with me. I don’t want you to leave. But—”
“But you want her to leave,” she whispered, sobbing. “She’s like your daughter now, and you want to just give her up.”
“Only she’s not my daughter. And you’re wrong. I don’t want to give her up.” I pulled back, looked Peaches in the eyes. “I want to save her.”
“I can’t believe you’re doing this to me.”
“I’m not doing anything to you. I’m trying to do what’s right for her. I found her in that hospital. I saved her life. We both did. And since then, we’ve done the best job we could. But Peaches … she’s already come close to dying. How many times now? She deserves a little peace, don’t you think?”
“There is no peace in this world.”
“I think we should let her go. I think we should give her a chance at some kind of normal life. You see how happy Cathy is when she’s taking care of Olivia. She lost a daughter already. You saw the pain in her eyes when she told us about it. Don’t you see … we can help take some of that pain away.”
“But Olivia doesn’t belong to them.”
“She doesn’t belong to us, either.”
“She’s has my heart now. I can’t just make that go away.” 
I hugged her again. Let her cry on my shoulder. After a minute, she pushed me off and handed Olivia over to me. 
“You’re right. I’m not her mother. You found her. You make the decision.”
“Don’t be like that.”
“Maybe you should tell me how I’m supposed to be then.” She took a deep breath. “I understand what you’re saying. It’s dangerous. And I don’t want anything to happen to her. I would hate myself if something did. But I can’t help how I feel. I don’t want to lose her. I love her. I love you. I don’t know what else to say. You make the decision.”
“Why just me?”
“Because I can’t do it.”
“Are you gonna hate me if I give her away?”
Peaches stormed off, leaving the question hanging in the air.
I looked down at Olivia, contemplated the tough choice I now had to make. She stirred in my arms, came awake. “What am I gonna do with you, princess? Tell me what to do.”
Olivia looked up at me. 
Beautiful. Perfect. Innocent.
But most of all, dependent. She couldn’t tell me what to do. Her life—her future—was in my hands. I had never felt such responsibility over another person. I could barely make decisions with my own life.
Right or wrong, she deserved an answer. I had to make a choice.
Let her stay, or let her go.
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